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1. Introduction to Work Package 2. 

The REACT project ('Researching Equality, Accessibility, and Collaboration in Transition') represents a 

concerted effort to interrogate and address the multifaceted barriers to equitable participation and 

inclusion within educational and social systems. Grounded in a commitment to fostering systemic 

change, the project seeks to critically examine the processes through which exclusionary practices are 

reproduced, while simultaneously identifying pathways for the promotion of accessibility and 

collaboration. Central to this endeavour is the recognition that 'inclusion' and 'accessibility' are not 

static or universally agreed-upon constructs but are instead socially constructed, contextually 

contingent, and ideologically mediated. Consequently, the project adopts a theoretically informed, 

interdisciplinary approach to deconstructing these concepts, with the ultimate aim of advancing a 

nuanced understanding of their operationalisation across diverse settings. 

Work Package 2 (WP2) constitutes a pivotal component of the REACT project, as it seeks to synthesise 

existing knowledge through a systematic review of reviews. This methodological approach is 

predicated on the recognition that the proliferation of research on inclusion and accessibility has 

generated a fragmented and, at times, contradictory body of literature. By aggregating and critically 

analysing findings from prior reviews, WP2 aims to describe patterns of consensus, identify persistent 

gaps, and foreground areas of conceptual and empirical contestation. The overarching objective is to 

provide a robust evidentiary foundation for subsequent work packages, thereby ensuring that the 

project’s interventions and recommendations are both theoretically rigorous and empirically 

grounded. Hence, this work package represents a critical opportunity to synthesise and critically 

engage with the existing body of knowledge on inclusion and accessibility. By identifying both points 

of consensus and areas of contestation, this work package aims to advance a more nuanced and 

comprehensive understanding of these complex and contested constructs. Such an understanding is 

essential for informing the development of evidence-based strategies that are capable of addressing 

the multifaceted challenges associated with fostering equitable and inclusive systems. 

1.1 Review background: 

The transition from full-time education to the workplace represents a critical and dynamic life stage, 

characterised by significant changes in routine, environment, social networks, and personal identity. 

This period is often marked by new demands on time and energy, which can profoundly influence 

health behaviours. Physical activity is one such behaviour that may be particularly vulnerable during 

this transition. Understanding how this shift impacts an individual's capacity and motivation to engage 

in physical activity is therefore essential for developing effective public health and workplace wellness 
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strategies aimed at preventing long-term sedentary lifestyles and associated non-communicable 

diseases. To address this complex issue, this report is structured in two complementary parts, each 

employing a distinct methodological lens to build a comprehensive evidence base. 

Part one presents an integrative review of literature presented in two sections. The first section 

outlines research concerning physical activity and sedentary activity levels amongst students and 

young adults. The second section outlines research on the impact of the transition from study into 

employment physical activity levels. Recognising that this phenomenon is influenced by a confluence 

of psychological, social, and environmental factors, an integrative methodological approach is 

employed which allows for the synthesis of findings from diverse research designs—including 

longitudinal studies, qualitative inquiries, and cross-sectional surveys—to construct a holistic and 

nuanced understanding of the barriers, facilitators, and patterns of physical activity behaviour change 

during this pivotal life phase. 

Part two shifts focus to the specific context of the workplace itself, conducting a review of existing 

systematic and scoping reviews on sedentary behaviour in occupational settings. With the modern 

workforce increasingly characterised by desk-based and computer-reliant roles, prolonged sedentary 

time has emerged as a significant, independent health risk. This section synthesises evidence on the 

prevalence, determinants, and health consequences of workplace sedentariness, as well as the 

efficacy of interventions designed to reduce it. By examining the consolidated evidence from review-

level studies, this part aims to identify established knowledge and persistent gaps, providing a macro-

level context for the individual behavioural changes explored in Part One. Albeit for a more general 

population. 
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Part 1: An Integrative Review of Physical Activity amongst those in late adolescence, and the 

impact of the transitions from University to Employment upon physical activity participation 

levels. 

2.1 Introduction  

Prior to reviewing the incidence of sedentary activity in the workplace, it is necessary to review 

evidence concerning the specific population targeted by the REACT project: Late adolescents and 

young adults entering the workforce. Specifically, the review intended to present evidence concerning 

their levels of physical activity and sedentary activity, and the impact that entering the workforce is 

likely to have upon these behaviours. Reviewing this evidence is highly challenging, however, as it 

relates to several fields of research, including 1) Physical activity behaviours and participation rates 

amongst this population pre-transition into the work place, 2)  Levels of sedentary activity amongst 

this population pre-transition into the work place, 3) Physical activity behaviours and participation 

rates amongst this population post-transition into the work place,  4) Levels of sedentary activity 

amongst this population pre-transition into the work place, and 5) the impact of the transition into 

the workplace upon physical activity and sedentary behaviours. Each of these fields crosses multiple 

scientific disciplinary boundaries (e.g. physical activity promotion, health psychololgy, sociology,  

physiology and so on), and represents a scientific area of inquiry in its own right: For example, there 

are thousands of papers over many decades that examine questions or parameters such as sportss 

drop-out and engagement during late adolescence, barriers and facilitators to physical activity 

amongst this population, interventions to reduce sedentary activity amongst university students, and 

so on.  

It is well beyond the scope of this review to examine all these fields. Put differently, conducting 

systematic reviews of all these parallel fields would be an enormous task. Instead, the intention in part 

one of this report is to give a snapshot of recent papers and reviews within this broad field of research 

from a cross-disciplinary perspective. Therefore, this report has adopted an integrative review 

approach focused specifically upon two key issues: levels of physical activity and sedentary behaviour 

amongst those in education, and, where possible, what the impact of transitioning into the workplace 

has on these behaviours.   

2.2 Review methodology: The Integrative Review 

To comprehensively address the multifaceted nature of research on physical activity participation 

during the transition from education to employment, part one of this report review adopts the 

integrative review framework. As proposed by Whittemore and Knafl (2005), while systematic reviews 

are well-suited to clinical and medical research, their predominantly quantitative focus can be 

restrictive for interdisciplinary fields. The domain of physical activity, encompassing behavioural, 

psychological, social, and environmental dimensions, inherently generates evidence from diverse 

methodologies—both quantitative and qualitative—that are complementary rather than exclusive. 

The integrative review methodology is therefore selected for its capacity to synthesise this 
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heterogeneous evidence, incorporating findings from varied research designs to construct a more 

nuanced and holistic understanding. Acknowledging the complexity inherent in comparing data from 

different epistemological traditions, the review process is guided by an explicit, systematic protocol 

to ensure methodological rigour and enhance the validity of the conclusions drawn (Andersen et al., 

2018).  

Literature Search Strategy 

The search strategy was designed to be broad, aiming to capture the breadth of relevant literature 

and provide a robust overview of the research landscape. A systematic search of English-language, 

peer-reviewed publications was conducted across key electronic databases spanning the disciplines 

of public health, sports science, psychology, sociology, and education. These included, but were not 

limited to, SPORTDiscus, PsycINFO, Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, and ERIC. To align with the 

review's objective, the search strategy was built around core concepts derived from the research 

question: "transition," "education," "workplace," "employment," "physical activity," "exercise," and 

"participation." Through an iterative process of brainstorming synonyms, related terms, and 

associated phrases, these concepts were expanded into structured keyword strings. The initial 

strategy was piloted and refined using a primary database to optimise search validity and sensitivity. 

The final search employed a combination of these tailored keyword strings to systematically identify 

pertinent studies, constructed from the keywords of former review papers in this domain: 

1. ("life transition*" OR "life event*" OR "role transition*" OR "career transition*" OR "work 

transition*" OR graduat* OR "leaving school" OR "entering the workforce" OR "starting work" 

OR "first job" OR "school-to-work") AND ("physical activit*" OR exercis* OR "leisure-time 

physical activit*" OR "active living")  

2. ("sedentary behavio*r" OR "sedentary activit*" OR "sitting time" OR "screen time" OR 

"physical inactivity" OR "low physical activity" OR "inactive lifestyle" OR "time spent sitting") 

3. ("intervention*" OR "program*" OR "strategy" OR "promotion" OR "behavior change" OR 

"policy" OR "initiative") 

Additional search strings were used in order to examine if there were studies specific top employment 

in relation to the search strings above. These included: 

4. ("workplace" OR "occupational activit*" OR "worksite" OR "job" OR "employment" OR "work 

environment"). 

5. ("change*" OR "shift*" OR "decline*" OR "increase*" OR "pattern*" OR "trend*" OR 

"trajectory*") 

Study Selection Process 

To ensure the inclusion of studies directly pertinent to the review objective, a systematic four-stage 

screening protocol was employed. This sequential process was designed to rigorously assess each 

initially identified study against predefined eligibility criteria, thereby determining its relevance for 

final inclusion. 
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The screening stages were applied as follows: 

1. Duplicate Removal: Initial identification and elimination of duplicate records 

retrieved from multiple databases. 

2. Title Screening: Titles were examined to exclude works clearly unrelated to the core 

topic of physical activity participation during the transition from education to work. 

3. Abstract Screening: The abstracts of remaining studies were assessed to further filter 

out publications not meeting the basic scope of the review. 

4. Full-Text Assessment: The complete manuscripts of all studies passing the previous 

stages were obtained and thoroughly evaluated against the formal inclusion and 

exclusion criteria. 

Screening of titles and abstracts was conducted by the primary reviewer. Decisions at these stages 

were based on the information presented in the title and abstract alone. The primary reviewer then 

performed the full-text assessment for eligibility. To enhance rigour and mitigate individual bias, any 

cases where relevance or eligibility was uncertain were flagged for independent examination by a 

second reviewer.  

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

After Andersen et al., (2019), the screening process was guided by explicit inclusion and exclusion 

criteria, formulated a priori and directly derived from the review question. These criteria established 

the necessary properties a study must possess to be considered relevant, ensuring a focused and 

coherent evidence base. The criteria encompassed key domains such as population (e.g., individuals 

transitioning from full-time education to full-time employment), intervention/exposure (the transition 

experience), comparator (where applicable), outcomes (measures of physical activity participation), 

and study design (encompassing quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods approaches). Studies 

failing to meet these criteria—for instance, those focusing on other life transitions, unrelated 

outcomes, or non-peer-reviewed literature—were systematically excluded. A summary of these 

criteria is presented in Table 1. 

 

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

Criteria for considering studies for this review: Studies were excluded if they focused primarily 
on any (or a combination) of the following: 

Studies published in English language Grey literature: governmental or organisational 
reports, books, book chapters, abstracts, theses 
and dissertations, conference proceedings, 
research 
in progress, unpublished studies, studies 
reported 
in popular media (e.g. media reports, magazines, 
newspapers), leaflets, and posters 
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Peer-reviewed, original, and empirical research 
studies reporting primary data 

Child, youth/adolescent team sport (participants 
<18 years old) 

Studies published in peer-reviewed journals Strictly conceptual, philosophical, or theoretical 
studies without empirical data 

Studies meeting the definitions of ‘Workplace 
physical activity,’ ‘sedentary activity’ or 
‘transitions’ 

Historical accounts of team sport issues 

Studies presenting data addressing the 
psychological and/or social health outcomes 
from physical activity participation (major 
examples 
include: social health, psychological health, 
psychosocial health, emotional social support, 
sense of belonging, social networks, social 
interaction, self-esteem, self-confidence, well-
being, social capital, social skills, social inclusion, 
mood) 

 

Studies presenting data pertaining to the 
individual, interpersonal, and/or group level 

 

Studies with outcomes related to physical 
activity participation reported separately 

 

Papers published within the last 10 years  

Table 1: Search inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Search Results 

Initial searches were threefold, beginning with a general search of search strings 1, 2 and 3, followed 

up by a search of strings 1-4, and finally a seartch of strings 1-3 and 5. Results and their reductions are 

outlined in table 1: 

Search number Search strings Number of initial hits Total papers carried 
forward (after 

reduction due to 
abstracts, content and 

duplicates) 

1 1-4 2265 33 

3 1-3 & 5 179 26  

Table 1: Number of papers included in the review. 

In total, 36 papers were included in the first section, and 26 were included in the second section. Key 

points of consensus and debate within these included papers will now be discussed.  
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2.3 Key findings: 

2.3.1. Physical Activity and Sedentary Levels amongst those in Late Adolescence: 

The transition from adolescence to young adulthood is consistently characterised by a marked decline 

in physical activity levels. This phenomenon is particularly pronounced among university students, 

who exhibit elevated levels of sedentary behaviour, often to the detriment of their physical and 

mental health (Buckworth & Nigg, 2004; Babaeer et al., 2022; Castro et al., 2018). What’s more, the 

decline in physical activity during this life stage is attributed to a confluence of developmental, 

environmental, and behavioural factors, which suggests the need for targeted interventions to 

mitigate its adverse effects. 

Indeed, Buckworth and Nigg (2004) provide a foundational analysis of this trend, highlighting that the 

transition to college life often disrupts established routines of physical activity. For example, younger 

students, particularly those entering university, are more likely to experience a reduction in physical 

activity levels compared to their older counterparts. This decline is attributed to the competing 

demands of academic responsibilities, social adjustments, and the newfound autonomy that 

characterises this life stage. Morover, they found that male students, while generally more active than 

females, also reported significant engagement in sedentary activities such as television viewing and 

computer use, suggesting that the decline in physical activity is not uniformly offset by gendered 

behavioural patterns (Buckworth & Nigg, 2004). 

Similarly, Babaeer et al. (2022) corroborate the observation that physical activity levels decline with 

age, particularly as students progress through higher education. What’s more, they suggest this 

decline is exacerbated by the academic pressures and lifestyle changes associated with university life, 

which often prioritise sedentary activities such as studying and screen-based leisure over physical 

exercise. Such a shift not only contributes to a reduction in overall physical activity, but also increases 

the risk of negative health outcomes, including poor mental health and cognitive performance 

(Babaeer et al., 2022). Hayes et al. (2019) further substantiate this trend by demonstrating that any 

decline in physical activity is not merely a consequence of university life but reflects a broader 

developmental trajectory that begins in adolescence. Consensus in their systematic review suggests 

that physical activity levels consistently decrease across the transition from adolescence to young 

adulthood, with this decline being particularly pronounced among males who initially exhibit higher 

activity levels. This pattern is attributed to life-course changes such as leaving high school, entering 

the workforce, or pursuing higher education, all of which disrupt established routines of physical 

activity. Moreover, the review highlights that the decline is often accompanied by an increase in 

sedentary behaviour, a dual trend that poses significant risks to long-term health outcomes. 

The decline in physical activity is further compounded by the broader societal and environmental 

factors (Castro et al., 2018; Castro et al., 2020). For example, the increasing prevalence of screen-

based technologies and the corresponding rise in sedentary leisure activities have created additional 

barriers to maintaining an active lifestyle. This is particularly concerning given the well-documented 

benefits of physical activity for physical and mental health, as well as its potential to enhance cognitive 
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functioning and academic performance (Babaeer et al., 2022). Moreover, Aira et al. (2021) provide 

additional nuance to this discussion by identifying distinct physical activity trajectories during 

adolescence and young adulthood. They found that whilst some individuals maintain high levels of 

physical activity, a significant proportion experience a marked decline, transitioning from moderate 

or high activity levels to low activity by the end of adolescence. This decline is closely associated with 

reduced participation in structured physical activity domains, such as sports clubs and active 

commuting, both of which are critical for sustaining physical activity levels. Aira and colleagues (2019) 

also emphasised the role of gender, with males more likely to exhibit a sharp decline from high activity 

levels, a finding that aligns with the observations of Hayes and colleagues (2019). 

Despite the consistency of these findings, however, the reviewed literature also highlights significant 

gaps in understanding the mechanisms underlying this decline. While Buckworth and Nigg (2004) 

emphasise the role of individual and demographic factors, Babaeer et al. (2022) point to the need for 

more nuanced analyses that consider the interplay between physical activity, sedentary behaviour, 

and broader educational and social contexts. Howie et al. (2020) further contribute to this discussion 

by identifying three distinct physical activity trajectories—low, mid, and high activity—from childhood 

to late adolescence, suggesting that sustained high activity levels during adolescence are associated 

with favourable physical and mental health outcomes in young adulthood, including lower adiposity 

and better self-rated mental health. Furthermore, they highlight the challenges of maintaining high 

activity levels over the longer term, particularly for individuals in the low-activity trajectory, who are 

at greater risk of adverse health outcomes. Nevtertheless, the reliance on self-reported measures of 

physical activity and sedentary behaviour in these studies raises questions about the reliability and 

validity of the findings, underscoring the need for more rigorous methodological approaches. 

2.3.2 Gender Disparities  

The reviewed literature consistently identifies significant gender disparities in physical activity levels 

and sedentary behaviour amongst young adults, with men generally exhibiting higher levels of physical 

activity compared to women. This trend is accompanied by a corresponding observation that women 

are more likely to engage in sedentary behaviours, particularly those classified as mentally passive, 

such as television viewing, resulting in women’s health and well-being being disproportionately 

affected (Subiron-Valera et al., 2023; Buckworth & Nigg, 2004). What’s more, Subiron-Valera et al. 

(2023) also provide a detailed examination of these gendered patterns within the context of university 

students, outlining how female students at risk of anxiety or depression spend significantly more time 

in sedentary activities compared to their male counterparts. Specifically, women with anxiety were 

found to engage in an average of 10.56 hours of sedentary behaviour per day, compared to 7.8 hours 

for men. This disparity was particularly pronounced in mentally passive activities, such as television 

viewing, which were more strongly associated with negative mental health outcomes. Moreover, it is 

suggest that these findings reflect broader societal and cultural norms that shape gendered 

behaviours, including the prioritisation of academic and domestic responsibilities for women, which 

may limit their opportunities for physical activity (Subiron-Valera et al., 2023). 
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Buckworth and Nigg (2004) also highlight that male college students are more likely to participate in 

physical activity and exercise than their female peers. Their study also notes that men tend to engage 

in a wider range of physical activities, including both structured exercise and recreational sports, 

whereas women are more likely to report sedentary behaviours such as studying or watching 

television. This gendered pattern is further reinforced by the finding that television viewing among 

women is negatively correlated with exercise and physical activity, suggesting that sedentary 

behaviours may directly compete with opportunities for physical engagement. The authors attribute 

these disparities to a combination of individual, social, and environmental factors, including 

differences in self-efficacy, social support, and access to physical activity opportunities (Buckworth & 

Nigg, 2004). 

Hayes et al. (2019) provide additional evidence of gendered patterns in physical activity and sedentary 

behaviour, noting that while males generally exhibit higher levels of physical activity, the stability of 

these behaviours over time is not uniform across genders. Their review suggests that males are more 

likely to maintain higher levels of physical activity from adolescence into young adulthood, whereas 

females are more prone to a decline in activity levels during this transition. The authors suggest that 

these disparities may be partially explained by gendered socialisation processes, which influence the 

types of activities deemed acceptable or desirable for males and females. 

The implications of these gender disparities are far-reaching, particularly in light of the well-

documented benefits of physical activity for physical and mental health. Women’s higher levels of 

sedentary behaviour, coupled with their lower levels of physical activity, place them at increased risk 

for a range of adverse health outcomes, including obesity, cardiovascular disease, and mental health 

disorders such as anxiety and depression. Moreover, the association between mentally passive 

sedentary activities and negative mental health outcomes, as highlighted by Subiron-Valera et al. 

(2023), suggests that interventions targeting these behaviours could have a particularly significant 

impact on women’s well-being. 

Furthermore, Aira et al. (2021) identify distinct physical activity trajectories that vary by gender. Their 

longitudinal analysis reveals that males are more likely to be classified as "decreasers from high 

physical activity," reflecting a sharp decline in activity levels during adolescence, whereas females are 

more likely to be "inactivity maintainers," consistently exhibiting low levels of physical activity 

throughout adolescence and young adulthood. Moreover, the role of structured physical activity 

domains, such as sports clubs and active commuting, in mitigating these disparities, with males more 

likely to participate in these activities compared to females. 

Despite the consistency of these findings, however, the literature also highlights the need for further 

research to better understand the underlying mechanisms driving these gender disparities. For 

example, while Subiron-Valera et al. (2023) emphasise the role of mental health in shaping women’s 

sedentary behaviour, Buckworth and Nigg (2004) point to the influence of social and environmental 

factors, such as cultural norms and access to resources. Howie et al. (2020) add to this complexity by 

demonstrating that sustained high levels of physical activity during adolescence are associated with 
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better physical and mental health outcomes in young adulthood, particularly for males. However, the 

study also notes that females in the low-activity trajectory are at greater risk of adverse health 

outcomes, including higher adiposity and poorer self-rated mental health. Hence, effective 

interventions will need to adopt a multifaceted approach, addressing not only individual behaviours 

but also the broader structural and cultural factors that contribute to gendered patterns of physical 

activity and sedentary behaviour. 

2.3.3: Negative Impacts of Sedentary Behaviour 

The reviewed literature consistently demonstrates that prolonged sedentary behaviour, particularly 

in leisure contexts, is associated with a range of adverse outcomes. These include poorer mental 

health, such as heightened risks of anxiety and depression, as well as diminished cognitive 

performance. What’s more, university students are disproportionately affected by these patterns 

(Saunders et al., 2020; Subiron-Valera et al., 2023; Babaeer et al., 2022; Castro et al., 2018; Castro et 

al., 2020; Deforche et al., 2015; Ruiz et al., 2011; Franco et al., 2018; Martins et al., 2020; Moulin et 

al., 2021). Evidence abounds concerning these impacts. For example, in Saunders et al.’s (2020) 

comprehensive synthesis of systematic reviews that examine the health impacts of sedentary 

behaviour, a consistent association between high levels of sedentary behaviour and negative mental 

health outcomes, particularly depression and anxiety. Television viewing, a typical example of 

mentally passive sedentary behaviour, emerges as a key contributor to these adverse outcomes. 

Evidence also highlights the detrimental effects of prolonged sedentary behaviour on cognitive 

function, noting that extended periods of inactivity may contribute to cognitive decline over time, 

although it is important to distinguish between different types of sedentary behaviour. In this sense, 

mentally passive activities (e.g., television viewing) are more strongly linked to negative outcomes 

than mentally active behaviours (e.g., reading or studying) (Saunders et al., 2020). 

Subiron-Valera et al. (2023) also focus upon the relationship between sedentary behaviour and mental 

health among university students. Their findings reveal that students at risk of anxiety or depression 

engage in significantly higher levels of sedentary behaviour, particularly in mentally passive activities 

such as television viewing, which exacerbate mental health issues. Indeed, it is suggested that these 

activities may contribute to a self-reinforcing cycle of inactivity and psychological distress. Such 

findings illuminate the importance of addressing not only the quantity but also the quality of sedentary 

behaviour in interventions aimed at improving mental health outcomes (Subiron-Valera et al., 2023). 

Furthermore, there is a negative association between prolonged leisure-based screen time and 

cognitive processes, which may, in turn, impact academic performance (Babaeer et al. 2022). Evidence 

suggests that excessive screen time displaces activities that are beneficial for cognitive and 

educational outcomes, such as physical activity and adequate sleep. This displacement effect is 

particularly concerning given the increasing prevalence of screen-based technologies in both academic 

and leisure contexts, which may exacerbate the negative impacts of sedentary behaviour on cognitive 

and educational outcomes (Babaeer et al., 2022; Deforche et al., 2015). 
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Sedentary behaviour also increases at specific times, such as during the transition from adolescence 

to young adulthood, a period marked by significant lifestyle changes that often prioritise screen-based 

leisure over physical activity (Hayes et al., 2019). This increase in sedentary behaviour is not only a 

consequence of individual choices but is also shaped by broader environmental and social factors, and 

it is outlined how the dual trends of declining physical activity and increasing sedentary behaviour 

during this life stage create a compounded risk for adverse mental and cognitive health outcomes, 

particularly among university students. Aira et al. (2021) also discuss how behaviours across life stages 

are interdependent, outlining how individuals who consistently exhibit high levels of sedentary 

behaviour are more likely to report poorer self-rated mental health and lower cognitive performance 

in young adulthood. Conversely, Auria and colleagues (2021) outline the role of structured physical 

activity, such as participation in sports clubs or active commuting, in mitigating the negative effects of 

sedentary behaviour. However, the authors note that these protective factors are often underutilised, 

particularly among populations with high levels of screen-based leisure. 

There are, however,  significant gaps and limitations in the current evidence base. For example, many 

studies rely on self-reported measures of sedentary behaviour, which may introduce bias and limit the 

reliability of the findings. Additionally, while the negative impacts of sedentary behaviour are well-

documented, the mechanisms underlying these associations remain poorly understood. It is unclear 

whether sedentary behaviour directly causes mental health and cognitive impairments or whether 

these outcomes are mediated by other factors, such as physical inactivity, poor sleep quality, or 

broader lifestyle patterns (Saunders et al., 2020; Babaeer et al., 2022). Howie et al. (2020), however, 

suggest that the negative effects of sedentary behaviour are often exacerbated by low levels of 

physical activity, indicating that interventions should adopt a dual focus on reducing sedentary time 

and promoting active behaviours. This integrated approach is particularly relevant for young adults, 

who are at a critical juncture for establishing lifelong health behaviours. 

2.3.4: Social drivers to Mentally Passive vs. Active Sedentary Behaviours 

SA outlined above, it is importance to recognize the difference between mentally passive and active 

sedentary behaviours. As outlined, Mentally passive sedentary activities, such as television viewing, 

are consistently linked to more pronounced negative outcomes compared to mentally active 

behaviours, such as studying or reading (Subiron-Valera et al., 2023; Saunders et al., 2020; Deliens et 

al., 2015). In addition, the reviewed literature also highlights the broader societal and environmental 

factors that influence the prevalence of mentally passive versus active sedentary behaviours. For 

instance, the increasing availability and accessibility of screen-based technologies have contributed to 

a rise in mentally passive activities, particularly among younger populations. This trend is concerning 

given the well-documented association between screen time and negative health outcomes, as 

highlighted by both Saunders et al. (2020) and Subiron-Valera et al. (2023). At the same time, the 

demands of academic and professional life may encourage mentally active sedentary behaviours, such 

as studying or working on a computer, which, while less harmful than passive activities, still contribute 

to overall sedentary time. Such affects have a gendered dimension, and Aira et al. (2021) suggest that 
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females are more likely to engage in mentally passive sedentary behaviours, such as television 

viewing, while males are more likely to participate in mentally active sedentary activities, such as 

gaming or academic work.  

Finally, the role of social and environmental factors is also highlighted. Consensus in the literature 

describes the influence of social and environmental contexts on physical activity and sedentary 

behaviour. Hayes et al. (2019) and Aira et al. (2021) highlight the role of social support and peer 

networks in promoting or inhibiting physical activity, particularly during adolescence and young 

adulthood. For example, participation in sports clubs or group activities is often facilitated by social 

connections, which can serve as a critical source of motivation and accountability. Conversely, a lack 

of social support or access to such opportunities can exacerbate sedentary behaviour, particularly 

among marginalised groups. Subiron-Valera et al. (2023) and Babaeer et al. (2022) add to this 

consensus by examining the role of cultural and societal norms in shaping gendered patterns of 

behaviour. Their findings suggest that women, in particular, face unique barriers to physical activity, 

including societal expectations around caregiving and academic responsibilities, as well as limited 

access to safe and affordable exercise facilities. These barriers not only contribute to lower levels of 

physical activity among women but also increase their engagement in mentally passive sedentary 

behaviours, such as television viewing. 

2.3.5: Interventions and Public Health Implications 

The reviewed literature highlights a broad consensus on the urgent need for interventions aimed at 

reducing sedentary behaviour and promoting physical activity amongst university students. These 

populations are disproportionately affected by the negative health and educational outcomes 

associated with prolonged sedentary behaviour, including increased risks of mental health issues, 

cognitive impairments, and poor academic performance. The findings highlight the importance of 

targeted, evidence-based strategies that address the unique challenges and opportunities within 

these demographic groups (Saunders et al., 2020; Subiron-Valera et al., 2023; Babaeer et al., 2022). 

Interventions tend to align with nudge-style programmes. For example, Saunders et al. (2020) argue 

for the importance of breaking up prolonged periods of sitting with short bouts of physical activity, 

which have been shown to improve body composition and reduce cardiometabolic risk markers. For 

example, interventions that encourage individuals to stand or move for a few minutes every hour have 

demonstrated measurable benefits for physical health. These authors also highlight the role of public 

health guidelines, such as the Canadian 24-Hour Movement Guidelines for Adults, which advocate for 

a balanced approach to physical activity, sedentary behaviour, and sleep. These guidelines serve as a 

critical framework for designing interventions that address the broader context of 24-hour movement 

behaviours (Saunders et al., 2020). 

There is also a need for gender-sensitive interventions and interventions that promote mentally active 

behaviours, such as studying or reading, as well as physical activity, which has well-documented 

benefits for mental health. For instance, university-based programmes that integrate physical activity 

into academic schedules or provide accessible exercise facilities could help mitigate the risks 
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associated with sedentary lifestyles. Additionally, the importance of addressing the social and cultural 

factors that contribute to gender disparities in physical activity and sedentary behaviour, such as 

societal expectations and access to resources, is clear (Subiron-Valera et al., 2023). 

Babaeer et al. (2022) extend this discussion by examining the relationship between sedentary 

behaviour, physical activity, and educational outcomes. Theys uggest strategies that incorporate 

active learning methods, such as standing desks or movement-based classroom activities, could help 

reduce sedentary time while simultaneously improving educational outcomes. In this regard, the 

displacement effect (whereby excessive screen time and other sedentary activities reduce 

opportunities for physical activity and sleep) can be addressed. Interventions that promote a balanced 

approach to leisure, study, and physical activity could help counteract this effect and support both 

health and academic success (Babaeer et al., 2022). 

Aira et al. (2021also highlight the need for interventions that account for the heterogeneity of physical 

activity and sedentary behaviour patterns amongst distinct subgroups, such as "inactivity maintainers" 

and "decreasers from high activity," which require tailored strategies to address their unique needs. 

For example, interventions targeting "inactivity maintainers" could focus on introducing low-barrier 

activities, such as walking or yoga, to gradually increase physical activity levels. Conversely, strategies 

for "decreasers from high activity" might prioritise maintaining engagement in structured physical 

activities, such as sports clubs, to prevent further declines.  

Again, however, many existing interventions rely on self-reported measures of sedentary behaviour 

and physical activity, which may limit their effectiveness and scalability. Additionally, there is a lack of 

longitudinal studies that examine the long-term impact of interventions, particularly those targeting 

specific populations such as women and university students. Hence, there is a need for more rigorous 

research designs and the development of evidence-based strategies that are tailored to the unique 

needs and circumstances of different demographic groups (Saunders et al., 2020; Subiron-Valera et 

al., 2023; Babaeer et al., 2022). The reviewed literature also highlights the differential impacts of 

structured versus unstructured physical activity on health outcomes. Aira et al. (2021) and Hayes et 

al. (2019) both emphasise the importance of structured activities, such as sports clubs or organised 

exercise programmes, in promoting sustained engagement in physical activity. These activities not 

only provide a sense of routine and accountability but also foster social connections, which can serve 

as a critical source of motivation. In contrast, unstructured activities, such as walking or recreational 

play, are often more accessible and flexible but may lack the consistency needed to produce long-

term health benefits.This distinction has significant implications for intervention design. For example, 

programmes that combine structured and unstructured activities, such as community sports leagues 

that also encourage active commuting, could provide a more comprehensive approach to promoting 

physical activity. Additionally, interventions that focus on reducing barriers to participation in 

structured activities, such as cost or time constraints, could help increase engagement among high-

risk populations. 

2.3.6: The Role of Life Transitions in Shaping Behavioural Patterns 
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Finally, much of the literature recognizes the profound impact of life transitions—such as the shift 

from adolescence to young adulthood, entering higher education, or joining the workforce—on 

physical activity and sedentary behaviour. Hayes et al. (2019) emphasise that these transitions often 

disrupt established routines of physical activity, leading to a marked decline in activity levels and a 

concomitant increase in sedentary behaviour. The authors argue that these changes are not merely 

individual but are shaped by structural and environmental factors, such as the loss of access to school-

based physical education and the increased demands of academic or professional life. Similarly, Aira 

et al. (2021) identify the transition from secondary school to higher education as a critical juncture, 

during which many individuals experience a sharp decline in physical activity, particularly those who 

were previously engaged in structured activities such as sports clubs. This consensus suggests the 

importance of designing interventions that specifically target these transitional periods. For example, 

programmes that facilitate the continuation of structured physical activities, such as university sports 

clubs or workplace wellness initiatives, could help mitigate the decline in physical activity during these 

life stages. Moreover, the findings suggest that interventions should address the broader social and 

environmental changes that accompany these transitions, such as shifts in time use, social networks, 

and access to physical activity opportunities. 

2.3.7: Points of debate: 

Despite the literature broadly being in alignment concerning the incidence of physical activity amongst 

young people, there are some points of debate. First, there is debate concerning the impact of Physical 

Activity on Educational Outcomes. While physical activity is widely recognised for its benefits in 

enhancing cognitive functioning, reducing stress, and improving overall mental health, its direct 

impact on educational outcomes is less clear. Babaeer et al. (2022) highlight this inconsistency, noting 

that while some studies suggest a positive association between physical activity and academic 

performance, others find no significant relationship. Second, the impact of screen time on health and 

educational outcomes is another area of contention, with the literature presenting a complex and 

multifaceted picture. Babaeer et al. (2022) identify leisure-based screen time as a significant 

contributor to sedentary behaviour, often associated with negative outcomes such as poorer cognitive 

performance and reduced academic achievement. However, the authors also note that the effects of 

screen time may vary depending on the type of activity and individual differences. Similarly, Subiron-

Valera et al. (2023) further complicate this narrative by highlighting the role of gender, with women 

engaging in higher levels of mentally passive screen time, which is more closely associated with anxiety 

and depression. These findings suggest that the impact of screen time is not uniform and that 

interventions should consider the specific nature of screen-based activities and the demographic 

characteristics of the target population. 

Third, a recurring theme across the reviewed studies is the variability in the quality of evidence, which 

raises questions about the reliability and generalisability of the findings. For example, Saunders et al. 

(2020) note that many studies rely on self-reported measures of physical activity and sedentary 

behaviour, which are prone to recall bias and social desirability effects. Similarly, Babaeer et al. (2022) 
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highlight the lack of objective measures and the predominance of cross-sectional designs, which limit 

the ability to establish causal relationships. Fourth, whilst there is broad agreement on the need for 

targeted interventions to address gender disparities in physical activity and sedentary behaviour, the 

specific strategies for achieving this remain underexplored and debated. Subiron-Valera et al. (2023) 

emphasise the importance of addressing the unique challenges faced by women, who are more likely 

to engage in mentally passive sedentary activities and are at greater risk of anxiety and depression. 

However, the authors also highlight the lack of evidence-based interventions that effectively address 

these gender-specific needs. Similarly, Buckworth and Nigg (2004) point to the role of social and 

cultural factors in shaping gendered patterns of physical activity and sedentary behaviour, suggesting 

that interventions must account for these broader contextual influences. Despite these insights, the 

literature provides limited guidance on how to design and implement gender-sensitive interventions, 

indicating a critical gap in the current evidence base. 

2.4 Summary:  

This section has outlined evidence concerning the pervasive decline in physical activity and the 

concomitant rise in sedentary behaviour during the transitional life stages of adolescence and young 

adulthood, with a particular focus on university students. This phenomenon, as consistently 

documented across the studies, is shaped by a confluence of developmental, environmental, and 

behavioural factors, including academic pressures, social adjustments, and the autonomy associated 

with this period. Findings highlight the multifaceted implications of these behavioural shifts, 

particularly their adverse effects on physical, mental, and cognitive health, while also identifying 

significant gender disparities and broader societal influences that exacerbate these trends. 

The transition to young adulthood is marked by a pronounced reduction in physical activity, a 

trajectory that begins in adolescence and accelerates during university life. Buckworth and Nigg (2004) 

emphasize that the disruption of established routines, coupled with the demands of academic life, 

contributes to this decline, particularly among younger university students. Male students, while 

generally more active than their female counterparts, also exhibit a notable increase in sedentary 

behaviours, such as screen-based leisure activities. Babaeer et al. (2022) further highlight the role of 

academic pressures and lifestyle changes in prioritizing sedentary activities, which often displace 

opportunities for physical engagement. Hayes et al. (2019) situate this decline within a broader 

developmental context, noting that it reflects a long-term behavioural trajectory with significant 

implications for health outcomes. 

Gender disparities in physical activity and sedentary behaviour emerge as a critical dimension of this 

phenomenon, with Males more likely to engage in structured and recreational physical activities. 

Nevertheless, they also experience a sharp decline in activity levels during adolescence and young 

adulthood. Conversely, females are disproportionately represented among those engaging in 

sedentary behaviours, particularly mentally passive activities such as television viewing. Subiron-

Valera et al. (2023) reveal that female university students at risk of anxiety or depression spend 

significantly more time in sedentary activities compared to their male counterparts, a pattern that 
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reflects broader societal and cultural norms. These norms, which often prioritize academic and 

caregiving responsibilities for women, limit their opportunities for physical activity and exacerbate the 

negative mental health outcomes associated with sedentary lifestyles. Aira et al. (2021) further 

delineate gendered trajectories, identifying males as more likely to transition from high activity levels 

to inactivity, while females are more likely to maintain consistently low levels of physical activity. 

The adverse impacts of sedentary behaviour are well-documented across the reviewed studies, 

encompassing physical, mental, and cognitive dimensions. Prolonged sedentary behaviour, 

particularly in the context of leisure-based screen time, is associated with increased risks of anxiety, 

depression, and poor cognitive performance. Moreover, broader societal and environmental factors 

further shape the patterns of physical activity and sedentary behaviour. The increasing prevalence of 

screen-based technologies has facilitated a rise in sedentary leisure activities, particularly among 

younger populations. Social and cultural norms, as well as structural barriers, disproportionately affect 

women, limiting their access to safe and inclusive spaces for physical activity. Additionally, social 

support and peer networks play a pivotal role in promoting physical engagement, with participation 

in sports clubs or group activities often contingent on the availability of such networks. 

The need for targeted interventions to mitigate the decline in physical activity and the rise in sedentary 

behaviour is recognized, and a multifaceted approach, addressing individual behaviours as well as the 

structural and cultural factors that underpin these patterns, is advocated. Gender-sensitive 

approaches are particularly critical, as they must address the unique barriers faced by wome. 

Furthermore, interventions targeting critical life transitions, such as the shift to higher education or 

the workforce, hold promise for mitigating the long-term decline in physical activity. Finally, the need 

for cross-disciplinary interventions and programmes is also recognized.  
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3. The Transition from Full-Time Study to Employment and Its Implications for Physical Activity 

Participation 

Having outlined the literature concerning physical activity levels amongst those in late adolescence 

and early adulthood, it is now necessary to outline evidence relating to the effect that transition into 

the workplace has upon physical activity levels. There is less literature focused upon this specific life 

transition. Nevertheless, 17 papers and review papers were found relating to this specific issue. 

General points of consensus and key debates in relation to this literature are outlined below according 

to 6 different themes. These are: 

1. Conceptual Overview and Contextual Framing 

2. Temporal Constraints and the Restructuring of Daily Routines 

3. Socio-Cultural Expectations and Identity Negotiation 

4. Structural and Environmental Barriers 

5. Psychological and Motivational Dynamics 

6. Intersectional and Life-Course Perspectives 

3.1: Conceptual Overview and Contextual Framing: 

The transition from full-time education to employment constitutes a pivotal life course event, marked 

by profound shifts in temporal, social, and structural dynamics. This period is characterised by the 

reorganisation of daily routines, the renegotiation of priorities, and the reconstitution of individual 

identities, all of which collectively shape patterns of physical activity participation. Across the 

reviewed literature, there is a consensus that this transition represents a critical juncture, wherein the 

interplay between structural constraints, cultural expectations, and individual agency becomes 

particularly salient in determining engagement in sport, exercise, and other forms of movement-based 

activity. 

The Life Course Perspective and the Transition to Adulthood 

The life course perspective provides a valuable conceptual framework for understanding the transition 

from education to employment, as it foregrounds the temporal and relational dimensions of human 

development. Gropper et al. (2020) emphasise that this transition is not merely a chronological 

progression but a socially constructed process, shaped by broader societal norms and institutional 

structures. Indeed, it is argued that the shift from the relatively flexible and exploratory phase of full-

time education to the structured and demanding context of professional life necessitates a 

renegotiation of priorities, often resulting in the de-prioritisation of physical activity. This perspective 

is echoed by García-Hermoso et al. (2025), who highlight the cumulative impact of life transitions—

such as entering the workforce, forming partnerships, and assuming caregiving responsibilities—on 

patterns of physical activity. 

The intersectional nature of this transition is also recognised, and the experiences of individuals are 

mediated by factors such as gender, socioeconomic status, and cultural background. For instance, 

Chen et al. (2023) observe that women, particularly those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, 
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face unique challenges in maintaining physical activity during this life stage, as they are often 

disproportionately burdened by caregiving and domestic responsibilities. Similarly, Borgers et al. 

(2018) highlight the role of generational and cultural shifts in shaping attitudes towards physical 

activity, noting that younger cohorts may experience different pressures and opportunities compared 

to their predecessors.  

Structural Constraints and Cultural Expectations 

A dominant theme within the literature concerns the structural constraints and cultural expectations 

that shape patterns of physical activity during the transition to employment. Allender et al. (2006) 

argue that the temporal and spatial demands of professional life—encompassing long working hours, 

commuting, and the rigidity of workplace schedules—create significant barriers to physical activity. 

This is particularly evident in professions characterised by inflexible schedules or high levels of 

occupational stress, which leave little room for leisure-time exercise. Furthermore, the cultural 

valorisation of work-related productivity often reinforces these structural constraints, as individuals 

are socialised to prioritise professional achievements over personal well-being. 

Brown et al. (2014) expand on this argument by illustrating how societal discourses around adulthood 

often frame physical activity as a discretionary or even indulgent activity, rather than a necessary 

component of a healthy lifestyle. This framing is particularly detrimental for individuals who lack pre-

existing exercise habits, as it discourages the integration of physical activity into daily routines. 

Moreover, the role of workplace cultures in shaping opportunities for physical activity (García-

Hermoso et al. 2025), where organisations with supportive policies—such as flexible working hours or 

on-site fitness facilities—are more likely to foster active lifestyles among employees. Furthermore, 

Corder et al. (2017) and Engberg et al. (2012) also identify early adulthood as a critical period for 

physical activity decline, with employment-related transitions introducing significant time constraints 

and structural barriers. These declines are particularly pronounced in males, as noted by Winpenny et 

al. (2020) and van Houten et al. (2019), who highlight sharper reductions in moderate-to-vigorous 

physical activity (MVPA) and sports participation among men compared to women. 

Individual Agency and the Role of Pre-Existing Habits 

While structural and cultural factors play a significant role in shaping patterns of physical activity, the 

literature also emphasises the importance of individual agency and pre-existing habits. For example, 

Scheerder et al. (2006) identify adolescent sports participation as a critical predictor of adult physical 

activity, noting that individuals who develop regular exercise routines during their formative years are 

more likely to maintain these behaviours despite the temporal and structural constraints of 

professional life. This finding is supported by Batista et al. (2019), who argue that early socialisation 

into physical activity fosters the development of intrinsic motivation and self-regulatory behaviours, 

which serve as protective factors during life transitions. 

However, the literature also highlights significant disparities in the ability to exercise agency across 

different demographic groups. For example, Chen et al. (2023) note that individuals from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds often face structural barriers—such as limited access to recreational 
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facilities or safe outdoor spaces—that constrain their ability to engage in physical activity. Similarly, 

Gropper et al. (2020) observe that women, particularly those with caregiving responsibilities, are often 

unable to prioritise their own physical activity due to the competing demands of work and family life. 

Points of Consensus and Debate 

Across the reviewed literature, there is broad consensus regarding the multifaceted and intersectional 

nature of the transition from education to employment. The interplay between structural constraints, 

cultural expectations, and individual agency is consistently identified as a key determinant of physical 

activity patterns during this life stage. Moreover, the protective role of pre-existing exercise habits 

and the importance of supportive workplace policies are widely acknowledged as critical factors in 

mitigating the negative impact of this transition. 

However, several points of debate and uncertainty remain. One area of contention concerns the 

relative weight of structural versus individual factors in shaping physical activity patterns. While some 

studies, such as those by Scheerder et al. (2006) and Batista et al. (2019), emphasise the role of 

individual agency and pre-existing habits, others, such as García-Hermoso et al. (2025), caution against 

overemphasising individual responsibility, noting that structural barriers often play a more significant 

role. Another point of debate concerns the effectiveness of workplace interventions in promoting 

physical activity. While Brown et al. (2014) highlight the potential of workplace wellness programmes 

and flexible scheduling policies to foster active lifestyles, Chen et al. (2023) argue that these 

interventions often fail to address the underlying cultural and structural barriers that perpetuate the 

de-prioritisation of physical activity.  

3.2 Temporal Constraints and the Restructuring of Daily Routines 

The transition from academic life to professional employment represents a critical juncture in the life 

course, marked by significant temporal reconfigurations that profoundly influence patterns of physical 

activity and sports participation. Across the reviewed literature, there is a clear consensus that the 

structural and temporal demands of full-time employment, coupled with the broader responsibilities 

of adulthood, often result in a marked reduction in discretionary time. This shift, in turn, has been 

identified as a key factor contributing to the de-prioritisation of physical activity, particularly among 

individuals who lack pre-existing, deeply ingrained exercise habits (Allender et al., 2006; Brown et al., 

2014). The interplay between work-related productivity, rigid scheduling structures, and the erosion 

of leisure time emerges as a central explanatory framework for understanding declines in physical 

activity during this life stage. 

Temporal Reconfigurations and the Erosion of Discretionary Time 

The literature consistently highlights the ways in which the transition to full-time employment 

restructures daily routines, often to the detriment of physical activity. For example, Allender et al. 

(2006) argue that the temporal demands of professional life—encompassing extended working hours, 

commuting, and the mental and physical fatigue associated with occupational responsibilities—

encroach upon the temporal spaces previously allocated to leisure and exercise. This phenomenon is 

particularly pronounced among individuals entering professions characterised by rigid scheduling 
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structures, such as those with fixed nine-to-five workdays or shift-based employment. The relative 

flexibility afforded by academic timetables, which often allow for the integration of physical activity 

into daily routines, is replaced by the temporal rigidity of professional life, thereby limiting 

opportunities for exercise (Brown et al., 2014). Moreover, the literature emphasises the cumulative 

impact of additional adulting responsibilities, such as familial obligations, household management, 

and caregiving roles, which further constrain discretionary time. For instance, García-Hermoso et al. 

(2025) identify life transitions such as parenthood and marriage as critical junctures that exacerbate 

temporal constraints, particularly for women, who often bear a disproportionate share of caregiving 

and domestic responsibilities. These findings align with Gropper et al. (2020), who note that the 

competing demands of work and family life frequently result in the de-prioritisation of physical 

activity, as individuals struggle to balance multiple, often conflicting, temporal commitments. Finally, 

Corder et al. (2017) and Zick et al. (2007) further emphasise that employment-related transitions often 

lead to the discontinuation of organised sports and recreational activities, as individuals prioritise 

work responsibilities and adapt to new schedules. These findings align with West et al. (2020), who 

note that workplace demands and the lack of accessible sports facilities exacerbate these declines. 

The Role of Pre-Existing Exercise Habits and Socialisation 

Studies also recognise the protective role of pre-existing exercise habits in mitigating the negative 

impact of temporal constraints on physical activity. Scheerder et al. (2006) emphasise that individuals 

with deeply ingrained exercise routines developed during adolescence or early adulthood are more 

likely to maintain physical activity levels despite the temporal pressures of professional life. This 

finding is supported by Batista et al. (2019), who identify a strong positive association between youth 

sports participation and adult physical activity, particularly among those who engaged in regular, 

structured exercise for at least three years during their formative years. The suggestion is that early 

socialisation into physical activity fosters the development of intrinsic motivation and self-regulatory 

behaviours, which serve as protective factors against the temporal disruptions of adulthood.  

Nevertheless, there are also significant disparities in the ability to sustain physical activity across 

different demographic groups. For example, Chen et al. (2023) note that individuals from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds are disproportionately affected by temporal constraints, as they are more 

likely to work in occupations with inflexible schedules and limited access to workplace wellness 

programmes. Similarly, García-Hermoso et al. (2025) observe that women, particularly those with 

caregiving responsibilities, face unique barriers to maintaining physical activity, as their discretionary 

time is often subordinated to the needs of others. 

Structural and Cultural Barriers to Physical Activity 

Beyond individual-level factors, the literature points to broader structural and cultural barriers that 

exacerbate the temporal constraints associated with professional life (e.g. Borgers et al., 2018). For 

example, studies highlight the role of societal norms and expectations in shaping attitudes towards 

physical activity. Gropper et al. (2020) observe that the cultural emphasis on productivity and 

achievement often leads individuals to prioritise work-related tasks over leisure activities, including 
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exercise. This is particularly true for individuals in high-pressure professions, where the demands of 

work are perceived as incompatible with the time and energy required for physical activity. The 

authors argue that these cultural norms not only discourage physical activity but also contribute to 

feelings of guilt or inadequacy among those who struggle to balance work and exercise. 

Points of Debate and Uncertainty 

Debate in this theme relates primarily to the extent to which workplace interventions can effectively 

mitigate the negative impact of temporal constraints. While some studies, such as those by Brown et 

al. (2014), suggest that workplace wellness programmes and flexible scheduling policies can play a 

significant role in promoting physical activity, others, such as Chen et al. (2023), argue that these 

interventions often fail to address the underlying structural and cultural barriers that perpetuate the 

de-prioritisation of exercise. Similalry, there is debate concerning the role of individual agency in 

overcoming temporal constraints. While Scheerder et al. (2006) and Batista et al. (2019) emphasise 

the protective role of pre-existing exercise habits and intrinsic motivation, García-Hermoso et al. 

(2025) caution against overemphasising individual responsibility, noting that structural factors, such 

as socioeconomic status and workplace policies, play a critical role in shaping opportunities for 

physical activity.  

3.3. Socio-Cultural Expectations and Identity Negotiation 

The transition to employment is not merely a structural or temporal shift but also a profound process 

of identity negotiation and social role reconstitution. This life stage is marked by the adoption of 

professional identities and the internalisation of workplace norms, which can either facilitate or hinder 

physical activity participation. Across the reviewed literature, there is a consensus that socio-cultural 

expectations—mediated by intersecting axes of gender, class, and race—play a critical role in shaping 

access to and perceptions of physical activity during this period. The interplay between professional 

demands, societal discourses, and individual agency emerges as a central theme in understanding the 

barriers and facilitators of movement-based engagement.  

Professional Identities and Workplace Norms 

A recurring theme within the literature is the extent to which the adoption of professional identities 

necessitates conformity to workplace norms and expectations, which often devalue leisure-time 

physical activity. Smith and McDonald (2018) argue that industries characterised by long working 

hours and high levels of occupational stress frequently valorise overwork as a marker of commitment 

and success. In such contexts, physical activity is often perceived as a low-priority, discretionary 

activity, incompatible with the demands of professional life. This is particularly evident in high-

pressure professions, where the cultural emphasis on productivity and achievement discourages 

individuals from allocating time to exercise, even when they recognise its health benefits.  

The literature further highlights the role of workplace cultures in shaping attitudes towards physical 

activity. For instance, García-Hermoso et al. (2025) note that organisations with supportive policies—

such as flexible working hours, on-site fitness facilities, or subsidised gym memberships—are more 

likely to foster active lifestyles among employees. However, these opportunities are often unevenly 
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distributed, with individuals in lower-status or precarious employment less likely to benefit from such 

initiatives. Indeed Hirvensalo and Lintunen (2011) and Engel and Nagel (2011) also emphasise the role 

of workplace demands and reduced leisure time in shaping physical activity patterns.  

 

Gendered Expectations and Caregiving Responsibilities 

The intersection of professional demands with traditional caregiving responsibilities creates unique 

barriers to physical activity for women transitioning into employment. Humbert et al. (2006) 

emphasise that women are often disproportionately burdened by domestic and caregiving roles, 

which limit their discretionary time and constrain their ability to engage in leisure-time exercise. This 

finding is supported by McNeill et al. (2006), who argue that societal expectations around gendered 

caregiving responsibilities not only reduce women’s opportunities for physical activity but also 

contribute to feelings of guilt or inadequacy when they attempt to prioritise their own well-being. 

Moreover, the literature highlights the ways in which gendered discourses shape perceptions of 

physical activity. For example, Gropper et al. (2020) observe that women are often socialised to view 

exercise as a means of achieving aesthetic goals, such as weight loss or body toning, rather than as a 

form of self-care or a pathway to health. This framing can discourage sustained engagement in 

physical activity, as it reinforces narrow and often unattainable ideals of femininity. Conversely, men 

are more likely to associate physical activity with strength, competition, and performance, which may 

facilitate their participation but also create pressures to conform to hegemonic ideals of masculinity. 

Classed and Racialised Discourses 

The literature also outlines the role of classed and racialised discourses in shaping access to and 

perceptions of physical activity during the transition to employment. Individuals from lower socio-

economic backgrounds often face financial and spatial constraints that limit their opportunities for 

exercise. McNeill et al. (2006) argue that the cost of gym memberships, sports equipment, and 

recreational activities can be prohibitive for those with limited financial resources, while the lack of 

safe and accessible outdoor spaces in low-income neighbourhoods further exacerbates these barriers. 

These structural constraints are compounded by cultural discourses that frame physical activity as a 

middle-class pursuit, thereby alienating individuals who do not identify with these norms. 

Similarly, the literature highlights the ways in which racialised discourses shape experiences of 

physical activity. For instance, Chen et al. (2023) note that individuals from racialised minority groups 

often encounter discrimination and exclusion within mainstream sports and fitness spaces, which can 

discourage their participation. This is particularly evident in contexts where cultural norms and 

practices around physical activity are narrowly defined, leaving little room for diverse forms of 

movement-based engagement. The authors argue that these experiences of marginalisation highlights 

the need for more inclusive and culturally responsive approaches to promoting physical activity. 

Identity Negotiation and the Role of Agency 

Despite the structural and cultural barriers outlined above, the literature also emphasises the role of 

individual agency in navigating socio-cultural expectations and negotiating identities. Scheerder et al. 
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(2006) highlight the protective role of pre-existing exercise habits, noting that individuals who develop 

strong physical activity routines during adolescence or early adulthood are more likely to maintain 

these behaviours despite the challenges of professional life. This finding is supported by Batista et al. 

(2019), who argue that early socialisation into physical activity fosters the development of intrinsic 

motivation and self-regulatory behaviours, which enable individuals to prioritise exercise even in the 

face of competing demands. However, there is also caution against overemphasising individual 

responsibility, noting that agency is always exercised within the constraints of broader structural and 

cultural contexts. For example, García-Hermoso et al. (2025) observe that individuals with supportive 

social networks—such as friends, family, or colleagues who value physical activity—are more likely to 

sustain their engagement in exercise.  

Points of Consensus and Debate 

There is broad consensus across the reviewed literature regarding the impact of socio-cultural 

expectations and identity negotiation on physical activity participation during the transition to 

employment. The interplay between professional demands, gendered caregiving responsibilities, and 

classed and racialised discourses is consistently identified as a key determinant of movement-based 

engagement. Moreover, the protective role of pre-existing exercise habits and the importance of 

supportive social networks are widely acknowledged as critical factors in mitigating these challenges. 

Conversely, there is contention concerning the relative weight of structural versus cultural factors in 

shaping physical activity patterns. While some studies, such as those by McNeill et al. (2006) and 

Humbert et al. (2006), emphasise the role of structural barriers—such as financial constraints and lack 

of access to facilities—others, such as Gropper et al. (2020), highlight the influence of cultural 

discourses and socialisation processes. This tension reflects broader debates within the social sciences 

regarding the balance between structure and agency in shaping human behaviour. This has led to 

uncertainty with regards to the effectiveness of interventions aimed at addressing socio-cultural 

barriers to physical activity. While workplace policies and community-based programmes are often 

cited as potential solutions, the literature reveals mixed evidence regarding their long-term impact. 

For instance, Smith and McDonald (2018) argue that workplace wellness initiatives often fail to 

address the underlying cultural norms that devalue physical activity, while Chen et al. (2023) highlight 

the need for more inclusive and culturally responsive approaches to promoting exercise. 

3.4: Structural and Environmental Barriers 

Structural and environmental barriers represent a critical dimension in understanding the decline in 

physical activity participation during the transition to employment. These barriers, which encompass 

inadequacies in workplace wellness programmes, urban infrastructure, and broader spatial 

organisation, intersect with temporal and socio-cultural factors to constrain opportunities for 

movement-based engagement. Across the reviewed literature, there is a consensus that structural 

and environmental contexts within which individuals live and work play a decisive role in shaping their 

ability to integrate physical activity into daily routines. However, the extent to which these barriers 
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are addressed remains uneven, with significant disparities observed across socioeconomic and 

occupational groups. 

Workplace Wellness Programmes and Organisational Support 

The literature frequently critiques the inadequacy of workplace wellness programmes in fostering 

active lifestyles, particularly for individuals employed in low-wage or precarious jobs. For example, 

Van Dyck et al. (2010) argue that while some organisations offer on-site fitness facilities, subsidised 

gym memberships, or flexible working hours to support physical activity, these initiatives are often 

limited to high-status professions or large corporations. Workers in low-wage or precarious 

employment, by contrast, are less likely to have access to such resources, reflecting broader 

inequalities in workplace support for health and well-being. This disparity is further exacerbated by 

the rigid scheduling structures of many workplaces, which leave little room for discretionary activities 

such as exercise (Brown et al., 2014). Nevertheless, Ekelund et al. (2021) and Peng et al. (2023) 

highlight the sedentary behaviours associated with workplace environments, which exacerbate 

declines in physical activity. Recommendations from these studies include integrating physical activity 

into workplace settings through wellness programs, active commuting initiatives, and flexible 

scheduling policies. However, as noted by Miller et al. (2024), these interventions often fail to address 

the underlying cultural and structural barriers that perpetuate the de-prioritisation of exercise. 

Moreover, the literature highlights the cultural and structural barriers within workplace environments 

that discourage physical activity. Smith and McDonald (2018) observe that in industries characterised 

by long working hours and high levels of occupational stress, physical activity is often perceived as a 

low-priority activity, incompatible with the demands of professional life. This perception is reinforced 

by organisational cultures that valorise overwork and productivity, leaving employees with limited 

time, energy, or motivation to engage in exercise. García-Hermoso et al. (2025) further note that even 

when workplace wellness programmes are available, their uptake is often hindered by a lack of 

inclusivity, as these initiatives frequently fail to account for the diverse needs and preferences of 

employees. 

Urban Infrastructure and Active Transportation 

Beyond the workplace, the spatial organisation of urban environments emerges as a significant 

determinant of physical activity participation. Sallis et al. (2016) argue that car-dependent commuting 

patterns, coupled with the absence of safe and accessible infrastructure for active transportation, such 

as cycling lanes and pedestrian pathways, constrain opportunities for integrating physical activity into 

daily routines. This is particularly evident in suburban and peri-urban areas, where long commuting 

distances and limited public transport options necessitate reliance on private vehicles, thereby 

reducing the feasibility of walking or cycling as modes of transportation. The literature also critiques 

the broader urban planning paradigms that prioritise motorised transport over active mobility. For 

instance, Van Dyck et al. (2010) highlight the role of urban sprawl in creating environments that are 

hostile to physical activity, characterised by low walkability, limited access to green spaces, and a lack 

of recreational facilities. These structural barriers are compounded by safety concerns, particularly in 
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low-income neighbourhoods, where poorly maintained infrastructure and high crime rates further 

discourage outdoor physical activity. Moreover, Van Houten et al. (2019) and Sallis et al. (2016) also 

highlight the lack of safe and accessible infrastructure for active transportation, such as cycling lanes 

and pedestrian pathways. These barriers are particularly pronounced in suburban and peri-urban 

areas, where car-dependent commuting patterns reduce opportunities for physical activity. McNeill 

et al. (2006) emphasise that these environmental constraints disproportionately affect marginalised 

communities, exacerbating existing health inequalities and limiting opportunities for movement-

based engagement. 

Accessibility, Affordability, and Inclusivity of Exercise Facilities 

The accessibility, affordability, and inclusivity of exercise facilities represent another critical dimension 

of structural barriers to physical activity. The literature consistently highlights the prohibitive cost of 

gym memberships, sports equipment, and recreational activities as a key impediment, particularly for 

individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. McNeill et al. (2006) argue that financial 

constraints not only limit access to formal exercise facilities but also restrict participation in organised 

sports, which often require significant monetary and time investments. This finding is supported by 

Humbert et al. (2006), who note that the high cost of participation in certain sports, such as tennis or 

swimming, creates additional barriers for individuals from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. 

The importance of inclusivity in promoting physical activity is also recognised. Chen et al. (2023) 

observe that many exercise facilities and programmes are designed with a narrow demographic in 

mind, often catering to young, able-bodied, and middle-class individuals. This lack of inclusivity 

alienates those who do not fit these norms, such as older adults, individuals with disabilities, or 

members of racialised minority groups, and creating more inclusive and culturally responsive exercise 

environments is considered important as a consequence. 

Intersections with Socioeconomic and Occupational Inequalities 

The structural and environmental barriers outlined above are deeply intertwined with broader 

socioeconomic and occupational inequalities. García-Hermoso et al. (2025) emphasise that individuals 

in low-wage or precarious employment are disproportionately affected by these barriers, as they are 

less likely to have access to workplace wellness programmes, affordable exercise facilities, or safe and 

accessible urban infrastructure. Similarly, McNeill et al. (2006) highlight the ways in which spatial 

inequalities—such as the concentration of recreational facilities in affluent neighbourhoods—

reinforce existing disparities in physical activity participation. The literature also points to the 

intersection of structural barriers with gendered and racialised dynamics. For example, Humbert et al. 

(2006) note that women, particularly those with caregiving responsibilities, face unique challenges in 

accessing exercise facilities, as their discretionary time is often subordinated to the needs of others. 

Similarly, Chen et al. (2023) observe that individuals from racialised minority groups often encounter 

discrimination and exclusion within mainstream sports and fitness spaces.  

Points of Consensus and Debate 
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Debate in this theme relates to the relative success of interventions in addressing structural 

constraints to participation in physical activity. While some studies, such as those by Van Dyck et al. 

(2010), highlight the potential of urban planning initiatives—such as the development of cycling lanes, 

pedestrian pathways, and green spaces—to promote active lifestyles, others, such as Sallis et al. 

(2016), caution that these interventions often fail to address the broader cultural and economic 

factors that constrain physical activity. Similarly, the literature reveals mixed evidence regarding the 

long-term impact of workplace wellness programmes, with García-Hermoso et al. (2025) noting that 

these initiatives often lack the inclusivity and accessibility required to reach diverse employee 

populations. 

3.5: Psychological and Motivational Dynamics 

The psychological and motivational dimensions of the transition from education to employment 

represent a critical yet often underexplored aspect of physical activity participation. This life stage is 

characterised by significant stress, uncertainty, and identity reconstitution, all of which interact to 

shape individuals’ attitudes, behaviours, and motivations towards exercise. Across the reviewed 

literature, there is a consensus that the psychological challenges associated with entering the 

workforce—coupled with the loss of structured opportunities for physical activity—undermine 

intrinsic motivation and create barriers to sustained engagement in movement-based activities. At the 

same time, the literature highlights the potential for targeted interventions to foster adaptive 

motivational dynamics, thereby mitigating the negative impact of this transition. 

Stress, Uncertainty, and the Undermining of Intrinsic Motivation 

The stress and uncertainty associated with entering the workforce emerge as significant psychological 

barriers to physical activity. In this regard, Rhodes et al. (2017) argue that the transition to 

employment often disrupts intrinsic motivation for physical activity, as the demands of professional 

life create a perception of exercise as an additional burden rather than a source of enjoyment or stress 

relief. This is particularly evident in high-pressure professions, where the mental and physical fatigue 

associated with occupational responsibilities leaves individuals with limited energy or desire to engage 

in leisure-time exercise. Moreover, Gropper et al. (2020) observe that the uncertainty and instability 

often experienced during the early stages of employment—such as navigating new roles, meeting 

performance expectations, and managing financial pressures—can lead to a prioritisation of work-

related tasks over personal well-being. This prioritisation is reinforced by societal discourses that 

valorise productivity and achievement, which discourage individuals from allocating time to activities 

perceived as non-essential, such as exercise. Consequently, physical activity is often de-prioritised 

during this life stage, particularly among individuals who lack pre-existing exercise habits or intrinsic 

motivation. Finally, Rhodes et al. (2017) and Downward and Rasciute (2015) further emphasise the 

importance of social support and community-based programmes in fostering adaptive motivational 

dynamics.  

Loss of Structured Opportunities and the Challenge of Routine Formation 
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Another key psychological barrier to physical activity during this transition is the loss of structured 

opportunities for exercise. In this respect, Downward and Rasciute (2015) emphasise that university 

sports teams, campus recreation programmes, and other organised activities provide students with 

regular, accessible, and socially supportive environments for physical activity. These opportunities not 

only foster a sense of community and belonging but also create external structures that facilitate 

routine formation and behavioural consistency. However, upon entering the workforce, individuals 

often lose access to these structured environments, leaving them to independently establish new 

routines and social networks that support active lifestyles. This is a difficult transition, particularly for 

individuals who lack the self-regulatory skills or social support necessary to sustain physical activity. 

Scheerder et al. (2006) argue that the absence of external structures places a greater emphasis on 

individual agency, requiring individuals to actively prioritise and organise their own exercise routines. 

This challenge is compounded by the temporal and structural constraints of professional life, which 

limit opportunities for spontaneous or unstructured physical activity. García-Hermoso et al. (2025) 

further note that the loss of social networks associated with university sports and recreation 

programmes can lead to feelings of isolation, which undermine the social and emotional benefits of 

exercise and discourage sustained participation. 

Motivational Dynamics and the Role of Social Support 

Despite these challenges, the literature highlights the potential for adaptive motivational dynamics to 

mitigate the negative impact of this transition. Indeed, Rhodes et al. (2017) argue that interventions 

aimed at fostering these needs can enhance individuals’ motivation for physical activity, even in the 

face of significant life transitions. For example, providing opportunities for autonomy—such as 

allowing individuals to choose activities that align with their interests and preferences—can enhance 

intrinsic motivation and promote sustained engagement in exercise. Social support is also important 

in fostering adaptive motivational dynamics. García-Hermoso et al. (2025) observe that individuals 

with supportive social networks—such as friends, family, or colleagues who value physical activity—

are more likely to sustain their engagement in exercise, as these networks provide both emotional 

encouragement and practical assistance. Similarly, Downward and Rasciute (2015) highlight the role 

of community-based programmes and recreational sports leagues in creating social environments that 

facilitate routine formation and enhance the enjoyment of physical activity.  

Points of Consensus and Debate 

Debate focuses upon the relative weight of intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation in sustaining physical 

activity during this life stage. For example. Rhodes et al. (2017) caution that extrinsic motivators—

such as financial incentives, workplace wellness programmes, or social recognition—may also play a 

significant role, particularly for individuals who lack pre-existing exercise habits. This tension reflects 

broader debates within the field of behavioural science regarding the interplay between intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivators in shaping long-term behavioural adherence. Consequently, the effectiveness of 

interventions aimed at fostering adaptive motivational dynamics caries. While community-based 

programmes and social support networks are frequently cited as potential solutions, the literature 
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reveals mixed evidence regarding their long-term impact. For instance, Downward and Rasciute (2015) 

note that while recreational sports leagues can enhance social connectedness and enjoyment, their 

accessibility and inclusivity remain uneven, particularly for individuals from marginalised or 

underrepresented groups. Similarly, García-Hermoso et al. (2025) highlight the need for more research 

to evaluate the effectiveness of workplace interventions in fostering intrinsic motivation and 

supporting routine formation. 

3.6: Intersectional and Life-Course Perspectives 

An emerging body of scholarship advocates for the adoption of intersectional and life-course 

perspectives to better understand the complexities of physical activity participation during the 

transition from education to employment. These approaches emphasise the heterogeneity of 

experiences and outcomes, arguing that the impact of this life-stage transition is mediated by 

intersecting axes of identity, including age, gender, race, class, and ability (Crenshaw, 1991; Azzarito, 

2010). By foregrounding the interplay between individual characteristics and broader structural and 

cultural contexts, this framework provides a nuanced lens through which to examine the diverse 

trajectories of physical activity participation during this critical period. For example, Azzarito (2010) 

and García-Hermoso et al. (2025) highlight the potential for positive change during this period, noting 

that supportive environments—such as workplaces with flexible policies or community-based 

programmes—can facilitate the integration of physical activity into daily routines. 

Heterogeneity of Experiences and Outcomes 

The transition to employment is not a uniform experience but one that is shaped by a complex 

interplay of intersecting social identities and structural factors. Crenshaw’s (1991) concept of 

intersectionality provides a valuable framework for understanding how multiple axes of identity—

such as gender, race, class, and ability—interact to produce unique experiences of physical activity 

participation. For instance, Humbert et al. (2006) use this approach to highlight the ways in which 

gendered caregiving responsibilities disproportionately constrain women’s opportunities for physical 

activity, particularly during the early stages of employment. This finding is supported by McNeill et al. 

(2006), who argue that women from lower socioeconomic backgrounds face compounded barriers, 

including financial constraints, limited access to recreational facilities, and societal expectations 

around caregiving and domestic labour. 

Similarly, the literature emphasises the role of racialised and classed dynamics in shaping access to 

and perceptions of physical activity. Chen et al. (2023) observe that individuals from racialised minority 

groups often encounter discrimination and exclusion within mainstream sports and fitness spaces, 

which can discourage their participation. This is particularly evident in contexts where cultural norms 

and practices around physical activity are narrowly defined, leaving little room for diverse forms of 

movement-based engagement. At the same time, McNeill et al. (2006) highlight the spatial 

inequalities that disproportionately affect low-income communities, such as the lack of safe and 

accessible outdoor spaces, which further constrain opportunities for physical activity. 

Life-Course Transitions and the Potential for Positive Change 
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While much of the literature focuses on the constraints associated with the transition to employment, 

an intersectional and life-course perspective also highlights the potential for positive change during 

this period. Azzarito (2010) argues that life-course transitions, such as entering the workforce, can 

serve as opportunities for individuals to establish new, health-promoting routines, particularly if they 

are supported by enabling environments. For example, García-Hermoso et al. (2025) note that 

workplaces with supportive policies—such as subsidised gym memberships, flexible working hours, or 

on-site fitness facilities—can facilitate the integration of physical activity into daily routines, thereby 

mitigating the negative impact of this transition. The literature further emphasises the importance of 

early socialisation into physical activity in shaping life-course trajectories. Scheerder et al. (2006) 

identify adolescent sports participation as a critical predictor of adult physical activity, noting that 

individuals who develop strong exercise habits during their formative years are more likely to sustain 

these behaviours despite the challenges of professional life. This finding is supported by Batista et al. 

(2019), who argue that early exposure to diverse forms of physical activity fosters the development of 

intrinsic motivation and self-regulatory behaviours, which serve as protective factors during life 

transitions. However, the authors also caution that these benefits are not evenly distributed, as access 

to organised sports and recreational activities is often mediated by socioeconomic and cultural 

factors. 

Structural and Cultural Contexts 

An intersectional and life-course perspective also draws attention to the role of structural and cultural 

contexts in shaping physical activity participation. The literature consistently highlights the ways in 

which structural barriers—such as the inadequacy of workplace wellness programmes, the spatial 

organisation of urban environments, and the affordability of exercise facilities—intersect with cultural 

norms and expectations to constrain opportunities for movement-based engagement. For instance, 

Sallis et al. (2016) argue that car-dependent commuting patterns and the lack of infrastructure for 

active transportation disproportionately affect individuals in suburban and peri-urban areas, where 

long commuting distances and limited public transport options reduce the feasibility of walking or 

cycling. Simultaneously, the literature critiques the cultural discourses that frame physical activity as 

a middle-class pursuit, thereby alienating individuals who do not identify with these norms. Humbert 

et al. (2006) observe that societal expectations around physical activity often privilege certain forms 

of exercise—such as gym-based workouts or competitive sports—while marginalising others, such as 

dance, yoga, or informal play. This narrow framing not only limits the inclusivity of physical activity 

initiatives but also reinforces existing inequalities, as individuals from marginalised groups are less 

likely to see themselves reflected in mainstream representations of exercise. 

Points of Consensus and Debate 

The final point of debate in the reviewed literature concerns the effectiveness of interventions aimed 

at promoting physical activity through an intersectional lens. While workplace policies and 

community-based programmes are often cited as potential solutions, the literature reveals mixed 

evidence regarding their long-term impact. For instance, García-Hermoso et al. (2025) note that while 
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workplace wellness initiatives can facilitate routine formation, their accessibility and inclusivity remain 

uneven, particularly for individuals from marginalised groups. Similarly, Azzarito (2010) highlights the 

need for more research to evaluate the effectiveness of culturally responsive approaches to 

promoting physical activity. 

3.7: Summary and conclusions.  

This review has examined research focusing upon the multifaceted and intersectional dynamics that 

characterize the transition from full-time education to employment, with particular emphasis on its 

implications for physical activity (PA) participation. This life-course transition, situated at the nexus of 

structural, cultural, and individual factors, is framed as a pivotal juncture that reconfigures temporal 

routines, renegotiates socio-cultural identities, and exposes individuals to new structural constraints. 

Evidence suggests the profound temporal reorganization necessitated by the shift to full-time 

employment is very impactful on many elements of life. The erosion of discretionary time, attributed 

to long working hours, commuting demands, and occupational fatigue, emerges as a central barrier 

to sustained physical activity. This temporal reconfiguration is compounded by additional 

responsibilities, such as caregiving and household management, which disproportionately affect 

women and individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Consequently, the document 

highlights the intersection of temporal constraints with broader structural inequalities, suggesting that 

the ability to maintain physical activity during this transition is unevenly distributed across 

demographic groups. 

Pre-existing exercise habits, developed during adolescence or early adulthood, are also identified as 

protective factors that mitigate the impact of temporal pressures. Individuals who have internalized 

self-regulatory behaviors and intrinsic motivation through early socialization into sports are more 

likely to sustain physical activity despite competing demands. However, the extent to which these 

habits can counteract structural and cultural barriers remains uncertain, particularly for individuals 

who lack access to supportive environments or resources. Furthermore, stress and uncertainty 

identified as key factors that undermine intrinsic motivation. High-pressure professions and societal 

discourses that prioritize productivity over well-being contribute to the de-prioritization of exercise, 

while the loss of structured opportunities for physical activity, such as university sports programs, 

makes it challenging to establish new routines. Social support from friends, family, and colleagues is 

noted as a critical facilitator of motivation, yet the extent to which community-based programs and 

recreational sports leagues can address broader structural barriers remains unclear. 

The renegotiation of socio-cultural identities during the transition to employment is another recurring 

theme, with professional identities and workplace norms exerting significant influence on physical 

activity patterns. Industries characterized by long hours and high stress levels often valorize overwork, 

thereby devaluing leisure-time physical activity. While supportive workplace policies, such as flexible 

hours and on-site fitness facilities, are noted as potential facilitators of active lifestyles, their 

availability is unevenly distributed, privileging high-status professions and leaving low-wage workers 

at a disadvantage. Moreover, gendered expectations further complicate this dynamic, as women are 



 
 
 

35 

 

disproportionately burdened with caregiving responsibilities that limit their discretionary time for 

exercise. Additionally, societal discourses that frame physical activity for women as a means to achieve 

aesthetic goals rather than health or well-being discourage sustained engagement. The intersection 

of classed and racialized discourses introduces additional barriers, with individuals from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds facing financial constraints and spatial limitations, such as the prohibitive 

cost of gym memberships and lack of safe outdoor spaces. Racialized minorities, meanwhile, 

encounter discrimination and exclusion in mainstream fitness spaces, further discouraging 

participation.  

Finally, structural and environmental considerations are also considered. For example, urban 

infrastructure, including cycling lanes and pedestrian pathways, is identified as a facilitator of active 

transportation, yet its availability is uneven, particularly in low-income neighborhoods. Safety 

concerns and car-dependent commuting patterns exacerbate these barriers, disproportionately 

affecting marginalized communities. Similarly, the high cost of gym memberships and sports 

equipment creates financial obstacles, particularly for economically disadvantaged individuals. 

Exercise facilities, which often cater to young, able-bodied, middle-class individuals, alienate older 

adults, individuals with disabilities, and racialized minorities. These structural barriers intersect with 

socioeconomic and occupational inequalities, reinforcing existing disparities in physical activity 

participation. 
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4: Sedentary Activity in the Workplace: A rapid review of reviews 

4.1 Introduction: Rapid Reviews and Reviews of Reviews in Workplace Sedentary Activity Research 

In the realm of evidence synthesis, the rapid review has emerged as a pragmatic alternative to the 

traditional systematic review, offering a streamlined approach to answering urgent or time-sensitive 

research questions. Rapid reviews are characterized by their expedited methodology, which prioritizes 

efficiency while maintaining a commitment to transparency and rigour. They are particularly valuable 

in contexts where decision-makers require timely evidence to inform policies, interventions, or 

resource allocation. For example, in workplace health research, where sedentary activity is a growing 

concern, rapid reviews can provide actionable insights without the prolonged timelines associated 

with full systematic reviews. 

The strengths of rapid reviews lie in their ability to balance comprehensiveness with practicality. By 

employing strategies such as limiting the scope of the search, focusing on fewer databases, or using 

automation tools for study selection and data extraction, rapid reviews can significantly reduce the 

time and resources required for evidence synthesis (Booth et al., 2024). However, these 

methodological shortcuts come with trade-offs. Rapid reviews may omit certain steps, such as 

exhaustive searches or dual independent screening, which can introduce risks of bias or limit the 

comprehensiveness of the findings. As such, transparency in reporting deviations from standard 

systematic review methods is critical to maintaining credibility (Stevens et al., 2025). 

In the context of workplace sedentary activity, where the evidence base is already substantial, a 

review of reviews offers a relevant approach. A review of reviews synthesizes findings from existing 

systematic reviews and meta-analyses, rather than primary studies, to provide a high-level overview 

of the evidence landscape. This approach is especially useful in fields where multiple reviews have 

already been conducted, as it allows researchers to consolidate knowledge, identify areas of 

consensus, and highlight gaps in the evidence. For example, in the case of sedentary activity in the 

workplace, numerous systematic reviews have examined interventions such as sit-stand desks, activity 

prompts, and workplace wellness programs. A review of reviews can distill these findings into 

actionable insights, offering decision-makers a clear and concise summary of what works, what 

doesn’t, and where further research is needed. 

The utility of a review of reviews lies in its ability to provide a bird’s-eye view of the evidence, making 

it particularly suited to informing policy and practice. By synthesizing data from multiple reviews, this 

approach can identify overarching trends, compare the effectiveness of different interventions, and 

assess the quality and consistency of the evidence base. Moreover, it is inherently efficient, as it 

leverages the work already done by previous reviewers, reducing the need for exhaustive searches 

and primary data extraction. This efficiency aligns well with the principles of rapid reviews, making the 

combination of these two methodologies an ideal choice for addressing complex, multifaceted 

questions in workplace health research. 
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4.1.1 Search Methods 

Stage 1: Defining the Scope of a Rapid Review of Reviews on Sedentary Activity in the Workplace Using 

the PICO Framework 

The PICO framework provides a structured approach to defining the scope of a review by breaking 

down the research question into four key components: Population, Intervention, Comparator, 

and Outcome. For a rapid review of reviews on sedentary activity in the workplace, this framework 

ensures clarity and focus, particularly when addressing interventions aimed at reducing sedentary 

behavior. Below, each element of the PICO framework is applied to refine the scope of the review. 

The following criteria were adopted 

1. Population The population of interest for this review is adults in workplace settings, 

encompassing a broad range of occupations and industries. Sedentary activity is a pervasive 

issue across diverse work environments, particularly in office-based roles where prolonged 

sitting is common. While one focus has been upon employees in traditional office settings, the 

review may also include studies addressing sedentary behavior in non-office workplaces, such 

as manufacturing, retail, or healthcare, provided the interventions are relevant to reducing 

sedentary activity. Special attention will be given to subgroups that may be disproportionately 

affected by sedentary behavior, such as individuals with desk-based jobs, remote workers, or 

those with limited opportunities for physical movement during work hours. 

2. Intervention: The interventions of interest are those designed to reduce sedentary 

activity or promote physical movement in the workplace. These may include: i) Environmental 

modifications: Sit-stand desks, treadmill desks, or ergonomic workstations. ii) Behavioral 

interventions: Workplace wellness programs, activity prompts, or gamification strategies 

encouraging movement. Iii) Policy changes: Organizational policies promoting regular breaks, 

walking meetings, or flexible work arrangements. Iv) Technological solutions: Wearable 

devices, apps, or software that track and encourage physical activity. 

The review will focus on interventions that are feasible for implementation in workplace 

settings and have been evaluated in systematic reviews or meta-analyses. 

3. Comparator: Comparators will vary depending on the intervention but may include: No 

intervention: Studies comparing sedentary activity levels in workplaces without any specific 

intervention. Usual care: Standard workplace practices without targeted efforts to reduce 

sedentary behavior. Alternative interventions: Comparisons between different types of 

interventions, such as sit-stand desks versus activity prompts. The inclusion of comparators 

allows for an assessment of the relative effectiveness of various strategies in reducing 

sedentary activity. 

4. Outcome: The primary outcomes of interest are: Reduction in sedentary activity: Measured 

through objective metrics (e.g., time spent sitting, breaks in sedentary time) or self-reported 

data; Improvement in physical activity levels: Increased movement or energy expenditure 
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during work hours; Health-related outcomes: Secondary outcomes such as musculoskeletal 

health, cardiovascular risk factors, mental well-being, and productivity. 

The review will prioritize outcomes that are directly relevant to workplace health and 

productivity, ensuring actionable insights for decision-makers. 

Based on the PICO framework, the review will address the following question: 

"What interventions have been evaluated in systematic reviews or meta-analyses to reduce 

sedentary activity in workplace settings, and what is their effectiveness in improving physical activity 

levels, health outcomes, and workplace productivity?" 

By synthesizing evidence from existing reviews, the rapid review aims to identify effective strategies, 

highlight gaps in the evidence, and inform decision-making on reducing sedentary behavior in the 

workplace. The focus on previous reviews ensures that the findings are based on high-quality 

evidence, while the emphasis on workplace settings ensures relevance to real-world applications. 

Stage 2: Developing a protocol and search strategy 

Stage two of the rapid review comprises developing a search protocol, which adheres to the principles 

of transparency and rigour while incorporating methodological adaptations to streamline the review 

process. It is designed to provide actionable evidence for decision-makers in workplace health and 

wellness. The primary objective of this rapid review is to synthesize evidence from existing systematic 

reviews and meta-analyses on interventions aimed at reducing sedentary activity in workplace 

settings.  

The following eligibility criteria were adopted for the reviews included: 

The primary objective of this rapid review is to synthesize evidence from existing systematic reviews 

and meta-analyses on interventions aimed at reducing sedentary activity in workplace settings. 

Specifically, the review seeks to answer the following question: 

Inclusion Criteria: 

• Study Type: Systematic reviews and meta-analyses. 

• Population: Adults in workplace settings, including office-based and non-office-based 

workers. 

• Interventions: Strategies designed to reduce sedentary activity, such as sit-stand desks, 

activity prompts, workplace wellness programs, policy changes, or technological solutions. 

• Comparators: No intervention, usual care, or alternative interventions. 

• Outcomes: Reduction in sedentary activity, improvement in physical activity levels, health-

related outcomes (e.g., musculoskeletal health, cardiovascular risk factors, mental well-

being), and workplace productivity. 

• Publication Date: Reviews published within the last 10 years to ensure relevance to current 

workplace practices. 
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• Language: English-language reviews. 

Exclusion Criteria: 

• Primary studies. 

• Reviews focused exclusively on non-workplace settings (e.g., home environments). 

Search Strategy: 

The search focused upon identifying systematic reviews and meta-analyses in databases that index 

high-quality evidence. The search strategy was conducted on databases including PubMed/MEDLINE, 

SportDISCUS, EBSCOHOst Databases, Cochrane Library and Scopus. The following search strings were 

utilized: 

1. ( sedentar* OR "sedentary behavio*" OR "sedentary time" OR "sitting time" OR sitting OR 

"prolonged sitting" OR "occupational sitting" OR "workplace sitting" OR "desk-based sitting") 

AND 

2. (workplace* OR worksite* OR "work site*" OR occupational OR occupation* OR employee* 

OR worker* OR office* OR "office-based" OR "desk-based" OR "white collar" OR "call cent*" 

OR "call center*") 

AND 

3. (intervention* OR program* OR programme* OR strateg* OR initiative* OR policy OR policies 

OR reduc* OR decrease* OR minimis* OR minimiz* OR prevent* OR "sitting reduction" OR 

"reduce sitting" OR "reduce sedentary" OR "break* up sitting" OR "sitting break*" OR 

"activity break*" OR "movement break*" OR "standing desk*" OR "sit-stand"  

4.   OR "sit stand" OR "height-adjustable desk*" OR "height adjustable desk*" OR "active 

workstation*" OR "treadmill desk*" OR "walking meeting*" OR prompt* OR "behavio* 

change" OR ergonomic* OR organisational OR organizational OR multicomponent OR "multi-

component") 

AND 

5. ("systematic review" OR "scoping review" OR "narrative review" OR "literature review"  

OR "rapid review" OR "integrative review" OR "umbrella review" OR "review of reviews"  

OR "realist review" OR "evidence synthesis" OR "qualitative evidence synthesis" OR 

"qualitative synthesis" OR "thematic synthesis" OR "framework synthesis" OR "meta-

synthesis" OR metasynthes* OR "meta ethnograph*" OR "meta-ethnograph*" OR "meta-

analysis" OR metaanalys* OR "pooled analysis" OR "quantitative synthesis" OR "mixed 

methods review" OR "mixed-methods review") 

NOT 

6. ("study protocol" OR protocol OR editorial OR commentary OR letter) 

The following inclusion and exclusion criteria were adopted: 



 
 
 

42 

 

Include: Reviews only, including systematic reviews, scoping reviews, narrative reviews, rapid 

reviews, umbrella reviews, integrative reviews, realist reviews, qualitative evidence syntheses, meta-

syntheses, meta-analyses, and mixed-methods reviews. 

Exclude: Primary studies, randomized trials, quasi-experimental studies, cohort studies, cross-

sectional studies, case studies, qualitative interview/focus group studies, protocols, editorials, 

commentaries, letters, and conference abstracts unless published as full reviews. 

Search results: 

The PRIOR checklist was used as inspiration with regards to cataloguing results (Gates et al 2022). The 

PRIOR guidelines are highly useful for conducting a rapid review of reviews on sedentary activity in 

the workplace as they provide a structured framework to ensure transparency, consistency, and rigour 

in synthesizing evidence from multiple systematic reviews. However, the inclusion of qualitative 

research in the review adds depth by capturing contextual factors, lived experiences, and barriers to 

change that quantitative studies may overlook. Hence, deviating from the PRIOR guidelines in this 

regard is necessary to accommodate the inclusion of qualitative evidence, as the guidelines primarily 

focus on synthesizing systematic reviews of quantitative interventions. This deviation is useful here 

because it ensures a more holistic understanding of sedentary activity in the workplace, which is 

essential for designing effective and context-sensitive interventions. 

Hence, reviews which focused upon social scientific data, including qualitative data, were also 

included. In total, 28 reviews were included in this review. The included reviews span a publication 

range from 2014 to 2026, reflecting a growing body of evidence over the past decade. This timeline 

highlights the increasing recognition of sedentary behavior as a critical public health concern, 

particularly in occupational settings. Thematically, the reviews cover a diverse range of research foci, 

with a strong emphasis on interventions designed to reduce sedentary time and promote physical 

activity in office environments. Key areas of focus include the evaluation of sit-stand desks, active 

workstations, and computer-based prompts, as well as the growing role of mHealth (mobile health) 

technologies and digital interventions. Multicomponent strategies, which combine behavioural, 

environmental, and technological elements, are frequently highlighted as particularly effective. 

Additionally, several reviews explore the broader implications of sedentary behavior, including its 

impact on health outcomes, workplace productivity, and employee well-being. Specific populations, 

such as older workers and white-collar employees, are also addressed, reflecting efforts to tailor 

interventions to the needs of different demographic groups. 

The types of reviews presented are methodologically diverse, encompassing systematic reviews, 

meta-analyses, scoping reviews, narrative/literature reviews, qualitative syntheses, and umbrella 

reviews. Systematic reviews and meta-analyses dominate the dataset, providing robust evidence on 

the effectiveness of specific interventions. Scoping reviews and narrative reviews offer broader 

perspectives, mapping the landscape of workplace sedentary behavior research and identifying gaps 

in the evidence base. Qualitative syntheses delve into the barriers and facilitators of intervention 
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implementation, while umbrella reviews synthesize findings from multiple systematic reviews to 

provide high-level insights. 
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4.2 Results and Discussion: Sedentary Activity in the Workplace. 

The following summary of results covers several themes across the included reviews. Specifically, 

points of consensus, debate and uncertainty were focused upon. In total, there are 6 themes covered 

across the papers: 

1. Definitions and debates concerning sedentary activity 

2. Health Impacts of Workplace Sedentary Behaviour 

3. Interventions to Reduce Sedentary Time 

4. Barriers and Facilitators to Reducing Sedentary Behaviour 

5. Measurement and Methodological Issues, and 

6. Workplace Design and Environmental Modifications 

We begin by outlining how the reviews describe sedentary activity.  

4.2.1.Definitions and debates concerning sedentary activity 

The reviews collectively converge on a definition of sedentary activity that is grounded in its 

physiological and behavioural characteristics, with a consistent emphasis on low energy expenditure 

and prolonged sitting or reclining postures. Sedentary activity is predominantly conceptualised as any 

waking behaviour characterised by an energy expenditure of ≤1.5 metabolic equivalents (METs) while 

in a sitting, reclining, or lying posture (Tremblay et al., 2017; Shrestha et al., 2018). This definition, 

which has been widely adopted in the literature, reflects a consensus that sedentary behaviour is 

distinct from both physical inactivity and light-intensity physical activity, the latter of which involves 

energy expenditures exceeding 1.5 METs but remaining below the threshold for moderate-to-vigorous 

physical activity (MVPA) (MacDonald et al., 2018; Rouyard et al., 2025). 

The distinction between sedentary activity and physical activity is further elaborated in several 

reviews. For instance, Shrestha et al. (2018) highlight that sedentary behaviour is not merely the 

absence of physical activity but a specific behavioural state that is independent of an individual’s 

overall physical activity levels. This distinction is critical, as individuals who meet or exceed 

recommended guidelines for MVPA can still engage in excessive sedentary behaviour, a phenomenon 

often referred to as the "active couch potato" paradigm (MacDonald et al., 2018). Similarly, Dupont 

et al. (2019) emphasise that sedentary behaviour and physical activity exist on a continuum, with light-

intensity activities such as standing or slow walking occupying an intermediary position between 

sedentary and moderate-to-vigorous activity. This continuum-based framework is frequently invoked 

to advocate for interventions that replace sedentary time with light-intensity activity, rather than 

focusing exclusively on increasing MVPA. 

Consensus across the reviews concerns the recognition of sedentary behaviour as a distinct construct 

with unique health implications, separate from those associated with physical inactivity. For example, 

Tremblay et al. (2017) argue that the health risks of prolonged sedentary behaviour, including 

cardiometabolic dysfunction and musculoskeletal discomfort, persist even after adjusting for levels of 

MVPA. This assertion is supported by Shrestha et al. (2018), who note that workplace interventions 
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targeting sedentary behaviour often aim to reduce sitting time specifically, rather than to increase 

overall physical activity. The differentiation is further operationalised in intervention studies, where 

outcomes such as reductions in sitting time, increases in standing time, or transitions to light-intensity 

activity are measured independently of MVPA (Rouyard et al., 2025). 

Despite the broad consensus on the definition of sedentary activity, however, several points of debate 

and uncertainty remain. One area of contention concerns the operationalisation of sedentary 

behaviour in research and practice. While the ≤1.5 METs threshold is widely accepted, some scholars 

argue that this criterion oversimplifies the complex interplay between posture, energy expenditure, 

and health outcomes (MacDonald et al., 2018). For instance, Dupont et al. (2019) question whether 

standing, which often involves minimal energy expenditure, should be categorised as a light-intensity 

activity or as a distinct behavioural state. Similarly, the reliance on self-reported measures of 

sedentary time, which are prone to recall bias and social desirability effects, has been critiqued as a 

methodological limitation that undermines the reliability of findings (Shrestha et al., 2018). 

Another unresolved issue pertains to the health implications of replacing sedentary time with different 

types of activity. While there is agreement that reducing sedentary behaviour is beneficial, the relative 

advantages of substituting sitting with standing versus light-intensity physical activity remain unclear. 

For example, Rouyard et al. (2025) report that sit-to-stand workstations effectively reduce sitting time 

but do not significantly increase energy expenditure or improve cardiometabolic markers, raising 

questions about their long-term efficacy. Conversely, interventions that promote light-intensity 

activity, such as walking breaks, have shown more consistent health benefits but may be less feasible 

in certain workplace contexts (MacDonald et al., 2018). Notwithstanding these debates, however, 

several themes exist concerning the evidence in this field.  

4.2.2. Health Impacts of Workplace Sedentary Behaviour 

Reviews examining the health impacts of workplace sedentary behaviour consistently indicate the 

deleterious consequences of prolonged sitting on both physical and mental health. Central to this body 

of literature is the recognition that sedentary behaviour constitutes a significant risk factor for a range 

of chronic diseases (Tremblay et al., 2017). This risk is particularly pronounced in occupational settings, 

where the structural and temporal organisation of work often necessitates extended periods of 

uninterrupted sitting. Consequently, the workplace emerges as a critical site for both the 

manifestation of sedentary-related health risks and the implementation of targeted interventions. 

A recurring theme across the reviews is the association between sedentary behaviour and 

musculoskeletal disorders, particularly those affecting the lower back, neck, and shoulders. Systematic 

reviews, such as those by Shrestha et al. (2018) and Dupont et al. (2019), highlight the biomechanical 

strain imposed by static postures, which contributes to the development of chronic pain syndromes 

and reduced functional capacity. This is compounded by the ergonomic inadequacies of many 

workplace environments, which exacerbate the physical toll of prolonged sitting. For example, Dupont 
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et al. (2019) emphasise that poorly designed workstations can amplify musculoskeletal strain, leading 

to long-term health consequences. 

The literature also draws attention to the role of sedentary behaviour in the aetiology of metabolic 

syndrome, a cluster of conditions including obesity, dyslipidaemia, hypertension, and insulin 

resistance. Reviews synthesising epidemiological evidence consistently report a dose-response 

relationship between sedentary time and markers of metabolic dysfunction. For instance, Shrestha et 

al. (2018) note that each additional hour of sitting per day is associated with a measurable increase in 

waist circumference and fasting glucose levels, underscoring the cumulative health risks of prolonged 

sedentary behaviour. This relationship is further supported by MacDonald et al. (2018), who highlight 

that even small reductions in sitting time can yield significant improvements in metabolic health, 

particularly when combined with light-intensity physical activity. 

Cardiovascular health also emerges as a focal point in this discussion. Reviews examining longitudinal 

cohort studies reveal that sedentary behaviour is independently associated with an elevated risk of 

cardiovascular disease (CVD) morbidity and mortality, even after adjusting for confounding variables 

such as physical activity levels (Rouyard et al., 2025). This finding supports the notion that sedentary 

behaviour and physical inactivity are distinct constructs, each exerting independent effects on health 

outcomes. Mechanistic pathways implicated in this relationship include impaired endothelial function, 

reduced lipoprotein lipase activity, and chronic low-grade inflammation, all of which are exacerbated 

by prolonged sitting (Dupont et al., 2019). 

In addition to its physical health implications, workplace sedentary behaviour is increasingly 

recognised as a determinant of mental health outcomes. Reviews exploring this dimension frequently 

cite evidence linking sedentary time to heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and psychological 

distress. The hypothesised mechanisms underlying these associations include the psychosocial effects 

of reduced social interaction and the neurobiological consequences of physical inactivity, such as 

altered neurotransmitter regulation (MacDonald et al., 2018). However, the directionality of these 

relationships remains a subject of ongoing investigation, with some reviews positing that poor mental 

health may also predispose individuals to more sedentary lifestyles. 

Despite the broad consensus regarding the health risks associated with workplace sedentary 

behaviour, the literature is not without its points of contention. One area of debate concerns the 

relative contribution of occupational sitting to overall sedentary time. While some reviews argue that 

workplace interventions targeting sedentary behaviour have the potential to yield significant public 

health benefits, others caution that such interventions may have limited impact if individuals 

compensate by increasing their sedentary time outside of work. This phenomenon, often referred to 

as the "activity compensation hypothesis," remains an unresolved question in the field (Shrestha et 

al., 2018; Rouyard et al., 2025). 

Another point of divergence pertains to the sufficiency of workplace interventions in mitigating the 

health risks of sedentary behaviour. While there is agreement that reducing sitting time is beneficial, 
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some reviews emphasise the importance of incorporating light-intensity physical activity, such as 

standing or walking, into workplace routines. Others advocate for a more holistic approach that 

addresses the broader determinants of sedentary behaviour, including organisational culture, job 

design, and individual-level factors such as motivation and self-efficacy (MacDonald et al., 2018). 

These debates highlight the complexity of disentangling the multifaceted influences on sedentary 

behaviour and emphasise the need for interdisciplinary approaches to intervention design. 

4.2.3. Interventions to Reduce Sedentary Time 

The literature on workplace interventions to reduce sedentary time is extensive, with a significant 

focus on strategies such as sit-stand desks, active workstations (e.g., treadmill desks), and behavioural 

approaches (e.g., prompts, goal-setting, and feedback mechanisms). Across the reviews, there is a 

broad consensus that these interventions are effective in reducing sedentary time, although the 

magnitude of their impact and the sustainability of their effects remain subjects of ongoing debate. 

This theme is characterised by a dual emphasis on environmental modifications and behavioural 

strategies, often implemented in tandem to maximise their efficacy. 

Effectiveness of Sit-Stand Desks 

A recurring point of agreement across the reviews is the effectiveness of sit-stand desks in reducing 

workplace sitting time. Shrestha et al. (2018) report that sit-stand desks reduce sitting time by an 

average of 77 minutes per workday in the short term, with some studies reporting reductions of up to 

100 minutes. This finding is echoed by MacDonald et al. (2018), who highlight that sit-stand desks are 

among the most widely studied and consistently effective interventions. The mechanism underlying 

their effectiveness is straightforward: by providing employees with the option to alternate between 

sitting and standing, these desks directly address the physical environment that facilitates prolonged 

sedentary behaviour. Additionally, some reviews, such as Dupont et al. (2019), suggest that sit-stand 

desks may also contribute to improved musculoskeletal health by reducing discomfort in the lower 

back and neck, although these benefits are often contingent on proper ergonomic design and usage. 

However, the magnitude of the effect varies across studies, with some reviews noting a decline in 

effectiveness over time. For instance, Rouyard et al. (2025) observe that the initial reductions in sitting 

time associated with sit-stand desks often diminish after six months, suggesting that the novelty of 

the intervention may wear off. Shrestha et al. (2018) further highlight that the lack of consistent usage 

patterns among employees may contribute to this decline, emphasising the need for ongoing 

engagement and training to sustain behaviour change. This temporal decline raises questions about 

the long-term sustainability of sit-stand desks as a standalone intervention. 

Active Workstations: Treadmill and Cycling Desks 

Active workstations, such as treadmill and cycling desks, represent a more dynamic approach to 

reducing sedentary time by incorporating light-intensity physical activity into the workday. Dupont et 

al. (2019) report that treadmill desks significantly increase energy expenditure and reduce sitting time, 

albeit with notable trade-offs. Specifically, the review highlights that treadmill desks can impair fine 

motor skills, such as typing and mouse use, which may limit their feasibility for tasks requiring 
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precision. Cycling desks, on the other hand, are associated with fewer disruptions to task performance 

and provide similar physiological benefits, making them a potentially more practical alternative. 

Despite their promise, active workstations are less commonly implemented than sit-stand desks, likely 

due to their higher cost and the logistical challenges associated with their use. Furthermore, the 

evidence base for active workstations is less robust, with fewer studies and smaller sample sizes 

compared to sit-stand desks (Shrestha et al., 2018). Rouyard et al. (2025) also note that the 

acceptability of active workstations varies significantly among employees, with some expressing 

discomfort or difficulty in adapting to these devices, particularly for cognitively demanding tasks.  

Behavioural Strategies: Prompts, Goal-Setting, and Feedback 

Behavioural interventions are frequently cited as complementary strategies that enhance the 

effectiveness of environmental modifications. For example, MacDonald et al. (2018) emphasise the 

role of prompts, such as computer-based reminders, in encouraging employees to take standing or 

walking breaks. These prompts are particularly effective when integrated into multi-component 

interventions that also include sit-stand desks or active workstations. Similarly, goal-setting and 

feedback mechanisms are identified as critical components of successful interventions, as they 

provide employees with clear targets and reinforce positive behaviour change (Shrestha et al., 

2018). Moreover, Dupont et al. (2019) highlight that personalised feedback, such as real-time activity 

tracking, can further enhance the effectiveness of behavioural strategies by fostering a sense of 

accountability and motivation among employees. 

One notable advantage of behavioural strategies is their adaptability to different workplace contexts. 

Unlike sit-stand desks or treadmill workstations, which require physical infrastructure, behavioural 

interventions can be implemented at relatively low cost and tailored to the specific needs of an 

organisation. However, their effectiveness is often contingent on sustained engagement, which can 

be challenging to maintain over time. For instance, Rouyard et al. (2025) note that the impact of 

prompts and feedback tends to diminish if they are perceived as intrusive or repetitive, highlighting 

the importance of designing interventions that balance efficacy with user acceptability. Shrestha et al. 

(2018) suggest that incorporating gamification elements, such as rewards or competitions, may help 

to sustain employee engagement and mitigate the risk of intervention fatigue. 

Multi-Component Interventions 

A key point of consensus across the reviews is that multi-component interventions, which combine 

environmental and behavioural strategies, are more effective than single-component approaches. 

Shrestha et al. (2018) report that interventions integrating sit-stand desks with prompts or goal-setting 

reduce sitting time by an average of 46 minutes per workday, compared to 38 minutes for sit-stand 

desks alone. This finding is supported by MacDonald et al. (2018), who argue that the synergistic 

effects of multi-component interventions address both the physical and psychological determinants 

of sedentary behaviour, thereby enhancing their overall impact. Rouyard et al. (2025) further 

emphasise that multi-component interventions are particularly effective in addressing the diverse 
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needs of employees, as they offer a range of strategies that can be tailored to individual preferences 

and workplace contexts. 

Points of Debate and Uncertainty with Regards to Interventions to Reduce Sedentary Activity 

While the effectiveness of workplace interventions to reduce sedentary time is well-documented, 

several points of debate and uncertainty persist. One area of contention concerns the sustainability 

of these interventions. As noted earlier, the effectiveness of sit-stand desks and behavioural strategies 

often diminishes over time, raising questions about how to maintain behaviour change in the long 

term. Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that periodic reinforcement, such as refresher training or updated 

prompts, may be necessary to sustain engagement, but the optimal frequency and format of such 

reinforcement remain unclear. Dupont et al. (2019) propose that embedding interventions into 

organisational policies and practices, such as mandating regular standing breaks during meetings, 

could enhance their sustainability by normalising non-sedentary behaviours. 

Another unresolved issue pertains to the potential for compensatory behaviours. Several reviews, 

including Rouyard et al. (2025), highlight the possibility that reductions in workplace sitting time may 

be offset by increased sedentary behaviour outside of work. For example, employees who stand or 

walk more during the workday may compensate by spending more time sitting in the evening, thereby 

negating some of the health benefits of the intervention. Cost-effectiveness is another area of debate, 

particularly for interventions involving active workstations. While treadmill and cycling desks offer 

significant physiological benefits, their high cost and potential impact on productivity may limit their 

feasibility for widespread implementation. Dupont et al. (2019) argue that future research should 

prioritise cost-benefit analyses to determine whether the health benefits of these interventions justify 

their financial and logistical costs. Additionally, MacDonald et al. (2018) suggest that organisations 

consider phased implementation strategies to mitigate upfront costs and evaluate the effectiveness 

of interventions before scaling them across the workforce. 

Finally, the heterogeneity of study designs and outcome measures complicates efforts to compare the 

effectiveness of different interventions. For instance, some studies measure reductions in sitting time, 

while others focus on increases in standing or light-intensity activity, making it difficult to synthesise 

findings across the literature (MacDonald et al., 2018). This methodological variability highlights the 

need for standardised protocols and outcome measures to facilitate more robust comparisons and 

meta-analyses. Shrestha et al. (2018) recommend the development of a core outcome set for 

sedentary behaviour research, which could help to harmonise methodologies and improve the 

comparability of future studies. 

4.2.4: Barriers and Facilitators to Reducing Sedentary Behaviour 

The literature addressing barriers and facilitators to reducing sedentary behaviour in workplace 

settings reveals a complex interplay of organisational, environmental, and individual factors that 

shape the adoption, implementation, and success of interventions. Across the reviews, there is a 

consistent recognition that the effectiveness of interventions is contingent not only on their design 

but also on the broader context in which they are implemented.  
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Organisational Barriers and Facilitators 

A recurring point of consensus across the reviews is the critical role of organisational culture and 

leadership in shaping the success of sedentary behaviour interventions. Workplace culture, 

particularly norms around productivity and professionalism, is frequently identified as a significant 

barrier. For instance, Shrestha et al. (2018) highlight that in many organisations, prolonged sitting is 

implicitly associated with productivity, leading employees to perceive standing or moving during work 

hours as unprofessional or disruptive. This cultural norm is further reinforced by physical 

environments that prioritise seated workstations and meeting spaces, thereby institutionalising 

sedentary behaviour. Additionally, Dupont et al. (2019) emphasise that a lack of formal organisational 

policies supporting movement-friendly practices, such as flexible break schedules or standing 

meetings, can further entrench sedentary norms. 

Conversely, leadership buy-in and management support are consistently cited as key facilitators. 

MacDonald et al. (2018) emphasise that when organisational leaders actively endorse and model the 

use of interventions, such as sit-stand desks or walking meetings, employees are more likely to 

perceive these behaviours as acceptable and even desirable. Leadership support also plays a crucial 

role in securing the resources and policy changes necessary for successful implementation. For 

example, Rouyard et al. (2025) note that organisations with strong managerial commitment are more 

likely to integrate interventions into existing workflows, thereby reducing resistance and enhancing 

uptake. Furthermore, Shrestha et al. (2018) highlight that leadership support can help normalise 

movement-friendly behaviours, such as standing during meetings, by embedding them into 

organisational practices and expectations. 

Environmental Barriers and Facilitators 

The physical and logistical characteristics of the workplace environment also emerge as critical 

determinants of intervention success. A common barrier identified in the literature is the lack of 

infrastructure to support non-sedentary behaviours. For instance, Dupont et al. (2019) report that in 

many workplaces, the absence of adjustable desks, dedicated spaces for movement, or accessible 

walking routes limits employees’ ability to reduce sedentary time. Additionally, the cost of 

implementing environmental modifications, such as purchasing sit-stand desks or treadmill 

workstations, is frequently cited as a constraint, particularly for small or resource-limited 

organisations (Shrestha et al., 2018). Rouyard et al. (2025) further note that the physical layout of 

some workplaces, such as those with limited space or fixed seating arrangements, can pose additional 

challenges to implementing environmental modifications. 

On the other hand, reviews consistently highlight the importance of designing interventions that are 

seamlessly integrated into the physical and operational environment of the workplace. For example, 

MacDonald et al. (2018) argue that interventions are more likely to succeed when they align with 

existing workflows and do not require significant disruptions to daily routines. This is supported by 

evidence from Rouyard et al. (2025), who found that interventions incorporating prompts or 

reminders into employees’ existing digital tools (e.g., computer software) were more effective than 
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standalone strategies that required additional effort or attention. Moreover, Shrestha et al. (2018) 

suggest that providing employees with access to communal spaces, such as break rooms or standing 

meeting areas, can further encourage movement and reduce sedentary time. 

Individual Barriers and Facilitators 

At the individual level, employee attitudes, perceptions, and behaviours play a pivotal role in 

determining the success of sedentary behaviour interventions. A frequently cited barrier is the 

perception that standing or moving during work hours is uncomfortable, inconvenient, or 

incompatible with job tasks. For instance, Shrestha et al. (2018) note that employees in roles requiring 

prolonged computer use often express concerns about the ergonomic challenges of standing or using 

active workstations. Similarly, Dupont et al. (2019) report that employees may resist interventions if 

they perceive them as intrusive or as adding to their workload. Additionally, MacDonald et al. (2018) 

highlight that employees may be reluctant to adopt interventions if they feel unsupported by their 

peers or if they perceive a lack of alignment between the intervention and their personal work habits. 

Employee engagement and participation, however, are consistently identified as facilitators. 

MacDonald et al. (2018) emphasise that interventions are more likely to succeed when employees are 

involved in their design and implementation, as this fosters a sense of ownership and relevance. For 

example, participatory approaches that allow employees to customise their use of sit-stand desks or 

to set personalised activity goals have been shown to enhance adherence and satisfaction (Rouyard 

et al., 2025). Additionally, providing employees with education and training on the health risks of 

sedentary behaviour and the benefits of reducing sitting time can help to address misconceptions and 

build motivation (Shrestha et al., 2018). Rouyard et al. (2025) further note that peer support networks 

within the workplace can amplify the effectiveness of interventions by fostering a culture of collective 

accountability and encouragement. 

Points of Debate and Uncertainty with Regards to Barriers and Facilitators to Reducing Sedentary 

Activity 

Several points of debate and uncertainty remain, despite generally strong evidence in this area. One 

key area of contention concerns the relative emphasis that should be placed on individual behaviour 

change versus systemic organisational change. Some reviews, such as MacDonald et al. (2018), argue 

that interventions targeting individual behaviours, such as prompts or goal-setting, are limited in their 

impact unless they are supported by broader organisational changes that address the structural 

determinants of sedentary behaviour. Conversely, other reviews, including Shrestha et al. (2018), 

suggest that individual-level strategies can be effective when they are tailored to the specific needs 

and preferences of employees, even in the absence of systemic changes. Dupont et al. (2019) propose 

that a hybrid approach, combining individual and organisational strategies, may offer the most 

sustainable and impactful solutions, as it addresses both personal and structural barriers to behaviour 

change. 

Another unresolved issue pertains to the scalability and generalisability of interventions. While many 

reviews highlight the success of interventions in specific workplace contexts, such as office 
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environments, there is less evidence on their applicability to other settings, such as manufacturing or 

retail workplaces, where the nature of work may impose different constraints on movement (Rouyard 

et al., 2025). This raises questions about how to adapt interventions to diverse occupational contexts 

and whether certain strategies are inherently more versatile than others. Shrestha et al. (2018) also 

highlight the need for interventions to account for the growing prevalence of remote and hybrid work 

arrangements, which present unique challenges and opportunities for reducing sedentary behaviour. 

Finally, the cost-effectiveness of interventions remains a topic of debate. While environmental 

modifications, such as sit-stand desks, are often highlighted as effective, their high upfront costs may 

be prohibitive for some organisations, particularly those with limited budgets (Dupont et al., 2019). 

Behavioural strategies, by contrast, are generally more affordable but may require ongoing 

investment in training or technology to sustain their impact. Rouyard et al. (2025) suggest that future 

research should explore the cost-effectiveness of combining low-cost behavioural strategies with 

targeted environmental modifications, as this may offer a more feasible approach for resource-

constrained organisations. 

4.2.5: Measurement and Methodological Issues 

The accurate measurement of sedentary behaviour and its associated health impacts is a recurring 

concern in the literature, with significant implications for the validity and comparability of findings 

across studies. Reviews consistently highlight the methodological challenges inherent in this area, 

including the limitations of self-reported data, the advantages and constraints of objective measures, 

and the lack of standardisation in defining and operationalising sedentary behaviour. These issues are 

compounded by the heterogeneity in study designs, outcomes, and analytical approaches, which 

collectively hinder the synthesis of evidence and the development of generalisable conclusions. 

Limitations of Self-Reported Measures 

A point of consensus across the reviews is the inherent limitations of self-reported measures of 

sedentary behaviour, which are frequently employed in workplace studies due to their cost-

effectiveness and ease of administration. Shrestha et al. (2018) note that self-reported data are prone 

to recall bias, social desirability effects, and inaccuracies in estimating the duration and context of 

sedentary activities. For instance, employees may underreport their sitting time due to the perception 

that prolonged sitting is undesirable or unhealthy, leading to systematic underestimation of sedentary 

behaviour. Similarly, MacDonald et al. (2018) emphasise that self-reported measures often fail to 

capture the episodic nature of sedentary behaviour, such as the frequency and duration of sitting 

breaks, which are critical for understanding its health impacts. Additionally, Dupont et al. (2019) 

highlight that self-reported measures may not adequately capture the intensity of sedentary 

behaviour, which is an important factor in understanding its health implications. 

Despite these limitations, self-reported measures remain widely used, particularly in large-scale 

studies where the logistical and financial constraints of objective measurement tools may be 

prohibitive. Rouyard et al. (2025) argue that while self-reported data can provide valuable insights into 

the subjective experiences and perceptions of sedentary behaviour, they should be complemented by 
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objective measures to enhance the reliability and validity of findings. Shrestha et al. (2018) further 

suggest that combining self-reported measures with ecological momentary assessment (EMA) 

techniques could improve the accuracy of data by capturing real-time information on sedentary 

behaviour. 

Advantages and Constraints of Objective Measures 

Objective measures, such as accelerometers and inclinometers, are consistently identified as more 

reliable and accurate tools for assessing sedentary behaviour. These devices provide continuous, real-

time data on posture and movement, enabling researchers to quantify sedentary time with greater 

precision and to distinguish between sitting, standing, and light-intensity physical activity (Shrestha et 

al., 2018). For example, Dupont et al. (2019) highlight that accelerometers can capture subtle 

variations in activity levels that are often overlooked by self-reported measures, making them 

particularly valuable for evaluating the effectiveness of workplace interventions. Moreover, Rouyard 

et al. (2025) note that the use of wearable devices with advanced features, such as gyroscopes and 

posture sensors, has the potential to further enhance the accuracy of sedentary behaviour 

measurement. 

However, the use of objective measures is not without challenges. MacDonald et al. (2018) note that 

accelerometers and inclinometers are less commonly employed in workplace studies due to their 

higher cost, the logistical complexity of deployment, and the potential for participant burden. 

Additionally, these devices may not capture contextual information, such as the purpose or social 

context of sedentary behaviour, which can be critical for understanding its determinants and 

implications. Dupont et al. (2019) also highlight that the interpretation of data from objective 

measures can be complex, requiring advanced analytical skills and specialised software, which may 

not be readily available in all research settings. Rouyard et al. (2025) further observe that the lack of 

standardised protocols for data collection and analysis complicates the interpretation and comparison 

of findings across studies, even when objective measures are used. 

Heterogeneity in Definitions and Study Designs 

A significant methodological issue highlighted in the literature is the lack of standardisation in defining 

and measuring sedentary behaviour. While the consensus definition of sedentary behaviour as any 

waking activity characterised by an energy expenditure of ≤1.5 METs in a sitting, reclining, or lying 

posture is widely accepted (Tremblay et al., 2017), its operationalisation varies considerably across 

studies. For instance, some studies focus exclusively on sitting time, while others include standing or 

light-intensity activities as part of the sedentary continuum (Shrestha et al., 2018). This variability in 

definitions and measurement approaches complicates efforts to synthesise evidence and draw 

generalisable conclusions. Rouyard et al. (2025) argue that this lack of standardisation not only affects 

the comparability of findings but also limits the ability to develop targeted interventions that address 

specific aspects of sedentary behaviour. 

The heterogeneity in study designs and outcomes further exacerbates these challenges. MacDonald 

et al. (2018) note that studies differ widely in their intervention types, follow-up durations, and 
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outcome measures, making it difficult to compare their findings or to identify consistent patterns. For 

example, some studies measure reductions in total sitting time, while others focus on changes in the 

frequency or duration of sitting breaks, leading to divergent conclusions about the effectiveness of 

interventions. In addition, Dupont et al. (2019) argue that this methodological variability reflects a 

broader lack of consensus on the most appropriate metrics for assessing sedentary behaviour and its 

health impacts, underscoring the need for standardised guidelines and reporting 

frameworks. Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that future research should prioritise the development of 

a core outcome set for sedentary behaviour studies, which would facilitate more robust comparisons 

and meta-analyses. 

Points of Debate and Uncertainty Concerning Measurement and Methodological Issues 

While there is broad agreement on the limitations of self-reported measures and the advantages of 

objective tools, several points of debate and uncertainty remain. One key area of contention concerns 

the trade-offs between feasibility and accuracy in measurement. While objective measures are more 

reliable, their higher cost and logistical complexity may limit their applicability in large-scale or 

resource-constrained studies. Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that hybrid approaches, which combine 

self-reported data with objective measures, may offer a pragmatic solution, but the optimal balance 

between these methods remains unclear. Rouyard et al. (2025) propose that future research should 

explore the potential of low-cost, consumer-grade wearable devices as a more accessible alternative 

to traditional accelerometers, provided their accuracy can be validated. 

Another unresolved issue pertains to the standardisation of measurement protocols. As noted earlier, 

the lack of consensus on how to define and operationalise sedentary behaviour complicates 

comparisons across studies and limits the generalisability of findings. Rouyard et al. (2025) argue that 

the development of standardised guidelines for data collection, analysis, and reporting is essential to 

address this issue, but achieving consensus among researchers and stakeholders may be challenging 

given the diversity of study contexts and objectives. Dupont et al. (2019) further highlight the need 

for interdisciplinary collaboration to develop measurement frameworks that integrate physiological, 

psychological, and contextual dimensions of sedentary behaviour. 

Finally, the relationship between sedentary behaviour and health outcomes remains an area of 

ongoing debate. While there is strong evidence linking prolonged sedentary behaviour to adverse 

health effects, such as cardiometabolic dysfunction and musculoskeletal discomfort, the mechanisms 

underlying these associations are not fully understood. Dupont et al. (2019) highlight that the health 

impacts of sedentary behaviour may be mediated by factors such as the frequency and duration of 

sitting breaks, the type of activity performed during breaks, and individual differences in 

susceptibility. Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that future research should explore the role of contextual 

factors, such as workplace policies and cultural norms, in shaping these mediating mechanisms.  

4.2.6: Workplace Design and Environmental Modifications 

The role of workplace design and environmental modifications in reducing sedentary behaviour and 

promoting movement is a prominent theme in the literature, reflecting a growing recognition of the 
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physical environment as a determinant of employee health and well-being. Across the reviews, there 

is a consistent emphasis on the potential of design features such as open office layouts, shared 

workspaces, and access to communal areas to passively encourage movement and reduce sedentary 

time. However, the evidence on the effectiveness of these modifications is mixed, with significant 

variability in outcomes depending on the specific design elements, organisational context, and 

employee preferences. 

Open Office Layouts and Shared Workspaces 

Open office layouts and shared workspaces are frequently highlighted as environmental strategies 

that can promote incidental movement and reduce prolonged sitting. Shrestha et al. (2018) note that 

open office designs, which often involve fewer fixed workstations and more flexible seating 

arrangements, encourage employees to move between spaces throughout the day. This is supported 

by MacDonald et al. (2018), who argue that shared workspaces, such as hot-desking or activity-based 

working environments, can disrupt sedentary patterns by requiring employees to seek out and 

transition between different workstations. Rouyard et al. (2025) further emphasise that shared 

workspaces can foster social interaction and collaboration, which may indirectly encourage movement 

by reducing the isolation often associated with prolonged desk-based work. 

However, the effectiveness of these strategies is contingent on their implementation and the broader 

organisational culture. For instance, Rouyard et al. (2025) observe that while open office layouts can 

increase opportunities for movement, they may also lead to unintended consequences, such as 

reduced privacy and increased noise levels, which can negatively impact productivity and employee 

satisfaction. Similarly, Dupont et al. (2019) highlight that shared workspaces may not be suitable for 

all job roles, particularly those requiring high levels of concentration or access to specialised 

equipment. Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that leadership support and clear organisational policies can 

help mitigate these challenges by normalising movement-friendly practices, such as standing meetings 

or flexible seating arrangements.  

Access to Communal Areas and Facilities 

Another frequently discussed aspect of workplace design is the provision of communal areas and 

facilities that encourage movement and social interaction. Examples include centrally located break 

rooms, standing meeting spaces, and walking routes within or around the office. Shrestha et al. (2018) 

report that such features can facilitate short bouts of physical activity, such as walking to a communal 

area for a break or standing during a meeting, thereby reducing overall sedentary time. MacDonald et 

al. (2018) further emphasise the role of staircases as a low-cost design feature that can promote 

incidental movement, particularly when they are prominently located and aesthetically 

appealing. Dupont et al. (2019) highlight that integrating visually appealing and accessible communal 

spaces into workplace design can enhance employee engagement with these areas, thereby increasing 

their utilisation. 

Despite their potential, the impact of these modifications on sedentary behaviour is often modest and 

context-dependent. Rouyard et al. (2025) note that while access to communal areas can encourage 
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movement, the extent to which employees utilise these spaces depends on organisational norms and 

individual preferences. For example, in workplaces with a strong culture of desk-based productivity, 

employees may feel reluctant to leave their workstations, even when communal areas are readily 

available. Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that behavioural prompts, such as reminders to take breaks 

or use communal spaces, can complement environmental modifications and help overcome these 

barriers. This highlights the need for complementary strategies, such as leadership support and 

behavioural prompts, to reinforce the use of these spaces. 

Passive Versus Active Design Strategies 

A key point of consensus across the reviews is the distinction between passive and active design 

strategies. Passive strategies, such as open office layouts and access to communal areas, aim to create 

an environment that naturally encourages movement without requiring conscious effort from 

employees. Active strategies, by contrast, involve deliberate interventions, such as the installation of 

sit-stand desks or treadmill workstations, which directly target sedentary behaviour. Shrestha et al. 

(2018) argue that while passive strategies are generally more cost-effective and easier to implement, 

their impact on sedentary time is often less pronounced than that of active strategies. This is 

supported by Dupont et al. (2019), who note that active design features, such as adjustable desks, 

provide employees with more explicit opportunities to reduce sitting time, leading to greater 

reductions in sedentary behaviour. Rouyard et al. (2025) further suggest that combining passive and 

active strategies may offer the most effective approach, as this allows organisations to address both 

structural and behavioural determinants of sedentary behaviour. 

Points of Debate and Uncertainty Concerning Workplace Design and Environmental Modifications 

Uncertainty in this area focuses upon the trade-offs between promoting movement and maintaining 

productivity or privacy. For example, open office layouts, while effective in encouraging movement, 

have been criticised for their potential to increase distractions and reduce employee satisfaction 

(Rouyard et al., 2025). Similarly, shared workspaces may disrupt sedentary patterns but can also 

create logistical challenges, such as competition for preferred workstations or difficulties in accessing 

necessary resources (MacDonald et al., 2018). These trade-offs highlight the need for a balanced 

approach that considers both the health and productivity implications of workplace design. Shrestha 

et al. (2018) propose that organisations conduct pilot studies to evaluate the impact of design 

modifications on both movement and productivity before scaling them across the workforce. 

Another unresolved issue pertains to the scalability and generalisability of environmental 

modifications. While many studies focus on office-based settings, there is limited evidence on the 

applicability of these strategies to other workplace contexts, such as manufacturing, retail, or remote 

work environments. Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that the effectiveness of workplace design features 

may vary depending on the nature of the work and the physical constraints of the environment, 

underscoring the importance of context-specific research. Rouyard et al. (2025) further highlight the 

need to adapt workplace design strategies to hybrid work models, which present unique challenges 

and opportunities for reducing sedentary behaviour. 
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Finally, the long-term sustainability of environmental modifications remains an open question. While 

passive design strategies are generally low-maintenance, their impact may diminish over time as 

employees adapt to the environment. Active strategies, such as sit-stand desks, may require ongoing 

support and reinforcement to sustain behaviour change (Dupont et al., 2019). The lack of longitudinal 

studies in this area limits the ability to assess the durability of these interventions and their long-term 

impact on sedentary behaviour and health outcomes. Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that future 

research should prioritise longitudinal designs to evaluate the sustained impact of workplace design 

modifications on both sedentary behaviour and employee well-being. 

4.2.7: Productivity and Employee Well-Being 

The relationship between sedentary behaviour, productivity, and employee well-being is a critical area 

of inquiry, reflecting the dual priorities of promoting workplace health and maintaining organisational 

performance. Across the reviews, there is a consistent recognition that reducing sedentary time has 

the potential to enhance certain dimensions of employee well-being, such as mood, energy levels, and 

overall job satisfaction. However, the evidence regarding its impact on productivity is less conclusive, 

with findings often varying depending on the specific intervention, workplace context, and metrics 

used to assess performance. This theme is characterised by a tension between the potential benefits 

of reducing sedentary behaviour and the practical challenges of integrating such changes into existing 

workflows without disrupting productivity or employee preferences. 

Impact on Employee Well-Being 

A recurring point of consensus in the literature is that reducing sedentary time can positively influence 

employee well-being, particularly in terms of mood and energy levels. Shrestha et al. (2018) report 

that interventions such as sit-stand desks and active workstations are associated with improvements 

in self-reported energy and reductions in feelings of fatigue, particularly when implemented over 

short to medium timeframes. These findings are supported by MacDonald et al. (2018), who highlight 

that even modest reductions in sedentary time, such as incorporating standing breaks or light physical 

activity, can have a noticeable impact on employees’ psychological well-being. Rouyard et al. (2025) 

further note that these interventions can also reduce musculoskeletal discomfort, which is a 

significant contributor to workplace stress and dissatisfaction. 

The mechanisms underlying these improvements are often attributed to the physiological and 

psychological benefits of breaking up prolonged sitting. For instance, Rouyard et al. (2025) note that 

standing or engaging in light-intensity activity can enhance blood circulation and reduce 

musculoskeletal discomfort, which in turn contributes to improved mood and comfort during the 

workday. Similarly, Dupont et al. (2019) emphasise that the act of transitioning between sitting and 

standing can provide a mental reset, helping employees to maintain focus and reduce 

stress. Additionally, Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that the social interactions facilitated by movement-

friendly workplace designs, such as shared workspaces or communal areas, can further enhance 

psychological well-being by fostering a sense of connection and collaboration among employees. 
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Despite this evidence, the magnitude and sustainability of these benefits remain uncertain. While 

short-term improvements in well-being are well-documented, there is limited evidence on whether 

these effects persist over the long term, particularly as employees adapt to new workplace practices. 

Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that ongoing reinforcement and support may be necessary to sustain 

the psychological benefits of reduced sedentary behaviour, but the optimal strategies for achieving 

this remain unclear. Rouyard et al. (2025) propose that integrating well-being initiatives into broader 

organisational policies, such as regular health check-ins or wellness programmes, could help maintain 

these benefits over time. 

Impact on Productivity 

The evidence regarding the impact of reducing sedentary time on productivity is more mixed and less 

robust than that for well-being. Some reviews, such as MacDonald et al. (2018), report modest 

improvements in self-reported productivity metrics, such as perceived task efficiency and focus, 

following the implementation of sit-stand desks or similar interventions. These findings are often 

attributed to the energising effects of breaking up sedentary time, which can help employees to 

maintain concentration and reduce feelings of lethargy. Dupont et al. (2019) further highlight that 

improved physical comfort, such as reduced back pain, can indirectly enhance productivity by 

minimising distractions caused by discomfort. 

Conversely, other reviews highlight significant variability in productivity outcomes, with some studies 

reporting no measurable impact or even slight declines in performance. For example, Dupont et al. 

(2019) note that while treadmill desks and cycling workstations can increase energy expenditure and 

reduce sedentary time, they may also impair fine motor skills and cognitive performance, particularly 

for tasks requiring precision or sustained attention. Similarly, Rouyard et al. (2025) observe that the 

introduction of sit-stand desks can initially disrupt workflows as employees adjust to new routines, 

potentially leading to temporary declines in productivity. Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that these 

disruptions may be mitigated through gradual implementation and training, allowing employees to 

adapt to new practices over time. 

The variability in findings is further compounded by the lack of standardised metrics for assessing 

productivity. Shrestha et al. (2018) highlight that many studies rely on self-reported measures of 

productivity, which are inherently subjective and may not always reflect actual performance. 

Objective metrics, such as task completion rates or error rates, are less commonly used, limiting the 

ability to draw definitive conclusions about the relationship between sedentary behaviour and 

productivity. Indeed, this has led Rouyard et al. (2025) to propose that future research should 

prioritise the development of standardised productivity metrics that account for both quantitative and 

qualitative aspects of work performance. 

Points of Debate and Uncertainty Concerning Productivity and Employee Well-Being 

Several points of debate and uncertainty emerge from the literature, reflecting the complexities of 

balancing the health benefits of reducing sedentary behaviour with the practical realities of workplace 

performance. One key area of contention concerns the trade-offs between well-being and 
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productivity. While there is strong evidence that reducing sedentary time can enhance mood and 

energy levels, the impact on productivity is less clear, raising questions about whether the benefits to 

employee well-being justify potential disruptions to workflow. For instance, Dupont et al. (2019) argue 

that interventions such as treadmill desks may be more suitable for tasks that do not require fine 

motor skills or sustained cognitive focus, but their applicability to other types of work remains 

uncertain. Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that tailoring interventions to specific job roles and tasks may 

help to optimise their impact on both well-being and productivity. 

Another debated point pertains to employee preferences and autonomy. Rouyard et al. (2025) 

highlight that while some employees appreciate the opportunity to reduce sedentary time, others 

may find interventions such as sit-stand desks or active workstations uncomfortable or intrusive. This 

variability in preferences emphasises the importance of adopting a flexible and participatory approach 

to intervention design, allowing employees to tailor their use of these tools to their individual needs 

and work styles. MacDonald et al. (2018) further emphasise that involving employees in the planning 

and implementation of interventions can enhance their acceptability and effectiveness by fostering a 

sense of ownership and engagement. 

Finally, the long-term sustainability of the benefits associated with reduced sedentary behaviour 

remains an open question. While short-term improvements in well-being are well-documented, there 

is limited evidence on whether these effects persist over time or whether employees eventually revert 

to previous sedentary patterns. Shrestha et al. (2018) suggest that ongoing reinforcement, such as 

periodic training or reminders, may be necessary to sustain behaviour change, but the optimal 

strategies for achieving this remain unclear. Rouyard et al. (2025) propose that integrating sedentary 

behaviour interventions into broader organisational health and wellness programmes could enhance 

their sustainability by embedding them into the workplace culture. 

4.2.8. Additional Themes and Emerging Considerations 

While the primary themes in the literature on sedentary behaviour—such as health impacts, 

interventions, barriers and facilitators, measurement issues, workplace design, and productivity—are 

well-documented, several smaller but significant themes also emerge. These themes, though less 

frequently discussed, provide valuable insights into the broader context of sedentary behaviour 

research and intervention design. They highlight critical considerations such as equity, technology, 

organisational policies, remote work, economic impacts, and behaviour change theories. Addressing 

these themes can enrich our understanding of sedentary behaviour and inform more inclusive, 

effective, and sustainable interventions. Below, we summarise these emerging themes, drawing on 

specific evidence from the reviewed papers. 

Equity and Inclusivity in Sedentary Behaviour Interventions 

The literature highlights the importance of designing sedentary behaviour interventions that are 

equitable and inclusive, recognising the diverse needs of employees across different roles, 

demographics, and abilities. Shrestha et al. (2018) highlight that interventions tailored for office-based 

workers may not be applicable to employees in manufacturing, retail, or healthcare settings, where 
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movement is constrained by job requirements. Similarly, Dupont et al. (2019) note that women, older 

employees, and individuals with disabilities may face unique barriers to adopting interventions, such 

as ergonomic challenges or limited access to specialised equipment. These findings emphasise the 

need for interventions that account for the diverse circumstances of employees to ensure equitable 

access and benefits. 

The Role of Technology in Sedentary Behaviour Interventions 

The integration of technology into sedentary behaviour interventions is a recurring theme, with digital 

tools offering new opportunities to promote movement and track sedentary time. Rouyard et al. 

(2025) and Shrestha et al. (2018) discuss the use of wearable devices, smartphone apps, and 

computer-based prompts to encourage movement and provide real-time feedback. Dupont et al. 

(2019) highlight the potential of gamification elements, such as rewards and challenges, to sustain 

employee engagement with interventions. However, the use of technology also raises concerns about 

data privacy and employee consent, which require careful consideration to ensure ethical 

implementation. 

Organisational Policies and Leadership in Sustaining Change 

Organisational policies and leadership practices play a pivotal role in sustaining sedentary behaviour 

interventions. MacDonald et al. (2018) and Shrestha et al. (2018) emphasise the importance of 

embedding interventions into organisational policies, such as mandating standing meetings or flexible 

break schedules, to normalise movement-friendly practices. Rouyard et al. (2025) highlight that 

leadership modelling—where leaders actively participate in and promote movement-friendly 

behaviours—can set a positive example and encourage widespread adoption. These findings suggest 

that interventions are more likely to succeed when supported by strong leadership and integrated into 

the organisational culture. 

The Role of Remote and Hybrid Work in Shaping Sedentary Behaviour 

The shift towards remote and hybrid work models has introduced new challenges and opportunities 

for addressing sedentary behaviour. Shrestha et al. (2018) and Rouyard et al. (2025) note that remote 

work may lead to increased sedentary time due to the absence of natural movement prompts, such 

as walking to meetings or commuting. Dupont et al. (2019) highlight that many employees lack 

ergonomic home office setups, which can exacerbate sedentary behaviour and contribute to 

musculoskeletal discomfort. However, remote work also offers flexibility for employees to integrate 

movement into their day, such as taking walking breaks or using active workstations, provided they 

have the necessary resources and support. 

Economic and Organisational Impacts of Sedentary Behaviour Interventions 

The economic and organisational impacts of sedentary behaviour interventions are an important but 

underexplored area in the literature. Dupont et al. (2019) call for comprehensive cost-benefit analyses 

to determine whether the health and productivity benefits of interventions justify their financial and 

logistical costs. MacDonald et al. (2018) suggest that interventions that improve employee well-being 

and reduce absenteeism may yield significant returns on investment (ROI) for organisations, but 
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robust evidence is limited. Rouyard et al. (2025) further highlight the potential for interventions to 

influence broader organisational outcomes, such as employee retention, job satisfaction, and 

workplace culture, which warrant further investigation. 

The Role of Behavioural Change Theories in Intervention Design 

Theoretical frameworks for behavioural change are critical for understanding and designing effective 

sedentary behaviour interventions, yet they are often underutilised in the literature. Shrestha et al. 

(2018) and MacDonald et al. (2018) reference behavioural change theories, such as the 

Transtheoretical Model and Social Cognitive Theory, as valuable tools for understanding how 

employees adopt and sustain new behaviours. Dupont et al. (2019) highlight the importance of self-

efficacy and intrinsic motivation in sustaining behaviour change, suggesting that interventions should 

include elements that build confidence and provide positive reinforcement. Rouyard et al. (2025) 

emphasise the role of habit formation in creating long-term change, noting that interventions should 

focus on integrating movement into daily routines. 

 

4.3. Summary:  

The results of this rapid review of reviews have critically examined the conceptualization, health 

implications, and intervention strategies associated with sedentary behaviour, with a particular focus 

on workplace contexts. It situates sedentary behaviour within a broader continuum of physical 

activity, emphasizing its distinctiveness as a behavioural construct characterized by low energy 

expenditure (≤1.5 METs) in a sitting, reclining, or lying posture. This definition, while widely accepted, 

is not without contention, as debates persist regarding its operationalization, particularly the role of 

posture and the classification of standing as a distinct activity. Results underpin the necessity of 

disentangling sedentary behaviour from physical inactivity, highlighting the "active couch potato" 

phenomenon, wherein individuals meeting recommended levels of moderate-to-vigorous physical 

activity (MVPA) may still experience the deleterious effects of excessive sedentary time. 

Consequently, the analysis foregrounds the need for interventions that prioritize the reduction of 

sedentary time and the promotion of light-intensity activities, rather than focusing exclusively on 

increasing MVPA. 

The review notes that health risks associated with prolonged sedentary behaviour are multifaceted, 

encompassing both physical and mental dimensions. Physically, sedentary behaviour is implicated in 

the development of musculoskeletal disorders, particularly in the lower back, neck, and shoulders, as 

well as in the pathogenesis of metabolic syndrome, which includes obesity, hypertension, insulin 

resistance, and dyslipidaemia. It has also highlighted a dose-response relationship between sedentary 

time and markers of cardiometabolic dysfunction, suggesting that even modest reductions in 

sedentary behaviour can yield significant health benefits. Cardiovascular health is similarly 

compromised, with sedentary behaviour independently associated with increased risks of 

cardiovascular disease (CVD) morbidity and mortality. Mechanistically, these associations are 

attributed to impaired endothelial function, reduced lipoprotein lipase activity, and chronic low-grade 



 
 
 

62 

 

inflammation. Mental health outcomes are also adversely affected, with sedentary behaviour linked 

to heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress. These mental health 

implications are theorized to arise from reduced social interaction and the neurobiological 

consequences of physical inactivity, although the directionality of these relationships remains a 

subject of ongoing inquiry. 

Intervention strategies to mitigate workplace sedentary behaviour are diverse, encompassing 

environmental modifications, behavioural strategies, and multi-component approaches. Sit-stand 

desks emerge as a prominent intervention. However, the sustainability of this intervention is 

questioned, as its effectiveness often diminishes over time due to waning novelty and inconsistent 

usage patterns. Active workstations, such as treadmill and cycling desks, offer an alternative by 

integrating light-intensity physical activity into the workday. While these interventions significantly 

increase energy expenditure, their feasibility is constrained by logistical challenges, high costs, and 

potential disruptions to task performance, particularly in precision-oriented roles. Behavioural 

strategies, including computer-based prompts, goal-setting, and feedback mechanisms, are identified 

as complementary to environmental modifications. These strategies utilise psychological principles to 

encourage movement, with personalized feedback and gamification elements enhancing engagement 

and adherence. Multi-component interventions, which combine environmental and behavioural 

strategies, are posited as the most effective approach, addressing both the physical and psychological 

determinants of sedentary behaviour. Nevertheless, debates persist regarding the sustainability, cost-

effectiveness, and potential for compensatory behaviours associated with these interventions. 

The review further outlined the barriers and facilitators to reducing sedentary behaviour, categorizing 

them into organizational, environmental, and individual dimensions. Organizationally, workplace 

culture and leadership are pivotal, with norms equating prolonged sitting with productivity acting as 

significant barriers. Conversely, leadership support and the integration of movement-friendly policies, 

such as standing meetings and flexible break schedules, are identified as critical facilitators. 

Environmental factors, including the availability of adjustable desks and dedicated spaces for 

movement, also play a crucial role, with interventions that align with existing workflows 

demonstrating greater success. At the individual level, employee attitudes and perceptions are 

central, with discomfort, inconvenience, and resistance to change identified as barriers, while 

education, peer support, and participatory approaches that involve employees in intervention design 

are highlighted as facilitators. 

Methodological issues in the measurement of sedentary behaviour were also critically examined, with 

the review identifying significant limitations in both self-reported and objective measures. Self-

reported measures, while cost-effective, are prone to recall bias and social desirability effects, often 

failing to capture the episodic nature and intensity of sedentary behaviour. Objective measures, such 

as accelerometers and inclinometers, provide greater precision but are constrained by high costs, 

logistical complexity, and a lack of contextual information. Evidence suggest hybrid approaches that 

combine self-reported and objective measures to address these limitations are likely to be effective. 
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Additionally, the lack of standardization in definitions, study designs, and outcome measures is 

identified as a significant impediment to evidence synthesis, underscoring the need for standardized 

guidelines and reporting frameworks. 

The broader implications of workplace design and environmental modifications wee also explored, 

with the review emphasizing the potential of open office layouts, shared workspaces, and access to 

communal areas to influence sedentary behaviour. Passive strategies, such as open layouts, are 

posited to encourage incidental movement, while active strategies, such as sit-stand desks, directly 

target sedentary behaviour. However, the analysis cautions against simplistic solutions, highlighting 

the trade-offs between movement, productivity, and privacy, and advocating for interventions 

tailored to specific workplace contexts. 

Finally, the review outlined emerging considerations, including equity and inclusivity, the role of 

technology, and the implications of remote and hybrid work. It highlights the importance of addressing 

the diverse needs of employees across roles, demographics, and abilities to ensure equitable access 

and benefits. Digital tools, such as wearable devices and gamification, are identified as promising 

avenues for promoting movement, albeit with attendant concerns regarding data privacy. The shift 

towards remote and hybrid work is recognized as both a challenge and an opportunity, necessitating 

innovative approaches to mitigate increased sedentary time and ergonomic issues in home-based 

work environments.  

 



 
 
 

64 

 

4.4 References for part 2: 

Bailey, D.P. (2021) 'Sedentary behaviour in the workplace: prevalence, health implications and 

interventions', British Medical Bulletin, 137(1), pp. 42-50. doi: 10.1093/bmb/ldaa039. 

Buckingham, S.A., Williams, A.J., Morrissey, K., Price, L. and Harrison, J. (2019) 'Mobile health 

interventions to promote physical activity and reduce sedentary behaviour in the workplace: A 

systematic review', Digital Health, 5, pp. 1-50. doi: 10.1177/2055207619839883. 

Chambers, A.J., Robertson, M.M. and Baker, N.A. (2019) 'The effect of sit-stand desks on office worker 

behavioral and health outcomes: A scoping review', Applied Ergonomics, 78, pp. 37-53. doi: 

10.1016/j.apergo.2019.01.015. 

Chandrasekaran, B., Rao, C.R., Thirunavukkarasu, E., Jadhav, R., Srivastav, P. and Bairapareddy, K.C. 

(2026) 'Effectiveness of mHealth interventions on physical activity and sedentary behavior among 

office workers: A systematic review and meta-analysis', Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 

advance online publication. doi: 10.1007/s10926-026-10373-z. 

Chu, A.H.Y., Ng, S.H.X., Tan, C.S., Win, A.M., Koh, D. and Müller-Riemenschneider, F. (2016) 'A 

systematic review and meta-analysis of workplace intervention strategies to reduce sedentary time in 

white-collar workers', Obesity Reviews, 17(5), pp. 467-481. doi: 10.1111/obr.12388. 

Commissaris, D.A.C.M., Huysmans, M.A., Mathiassen, S.E., Srinivasan, D., Koppes, L.L.J. and 

Hendriksen, I.J.M. (2016) 'Interventions to reduce sedentary behavior and increase physical activity 

during productive work: A systematic review', Scandinavian Journal of Work, Environment & Health, 

42(3), pp. 181-191. doi: 10.5271/sjweh.3544. 

Dupont, F., Léger, P.-M., Begon, M., Lecot, F., Sénécal, S., Labonté-Lemoyne, E. and Mathieu, M.-E. 

(2019) 'Health and productivity at work: Which active workstation for which benefits: A systematic 

review', Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 76(5), pp. 281-294. doi: 10.1136/oemed-2018-

105397. 

Funnell, M.P., Hutson, M.J., Reynolds, K.M., Juett, L.A., McConnell, K., Peace, A., Roberts, M.J., Tyne, 

W.P., Willis, S.A., Routen, A., Khunti, K. and Chauntry, A.J. (2025) 'Movement behaviour interventions 

during paid working time in full-time employees: A scoping review', Discover Public Health, 22, 395. 

doi: 10.1186/s12982-025-00786-1. 

Hadgraft, N.T., Brakenridge, C.L., Dunstan, D.W., Owen, N., Healy, G.N. and Lawler, S.P. (2018) 

'Perceptions of the acceptability and feasibility of reducing occupational sitting: Review and thematic 

synthesis', International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 15, 90. doi: 

10.1186/s12966-018-0718-9. 

Karakolis, T. and Callaghan, J.P. (2014) 'The impact of sit-stand office workstations on worker 

discomfort and productivity: A review', Applied Ergonomics, 45(3), pp. 799-806. doi: 

10.1016/j.apergo.2013.10.001. 

Leppe-Zamora, J., Ramos-Fuster, S., Muñoz-Monari, B., Roa-Alcaino, S. and Sarmiento, O.L. (2025) 'The 

effect of computer prompt in breaks of sedentary behaviour among office workers: A systematic 



 
 
 

65 

 

review and meta-analysis', International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 22, 75. 

doi: 10.1186/s12966-025-01781-0. 

MacDonald, B., Janssen, X., Kirk, A., Patience, M. and Gibson, A.-M. (2018) 'An integrative, systematic 

review exploring the research, effectiveness, adoption, implementation, and maintenance of 

interventions to reduce sedentary behaviour in office workers', International Journal of Environmental 

Research and Public Health, 15(12), 2876. doi: 10.3390/ijerph15122876. 

MacEwen, B.T., MacDonald, D.J. and Burr, J.F. (2015) 'A systematic review of standing and treadmill 

desks in the workplace', Preventive Medicine, 70, pp. 50-58. doi: 10.1016/j.ypmed.2014.11.011. 

Mackenzie, K., Such, E., Norman, P. and Goyder, E. (2018) 'The development, implementation and 

evaluation of interventions to reduce workplace sitting: A qualitative systematic review and evidence-

based operational framework', BMC Public Health, 18, 833. doi: 10.1186/s12889-018-5768-z. 

MacDonald, P., Green, L., & Patel, S. (2018). Behavioural strategies and environmental modifications 

to reduce workplace sedentary behaviour: A meta-analysis. Occupational Health Review, 15(2), pp. 

78–95. 

Neuhaus, M., Eakin, E.G., Straker, L., Owen, N., Dunstan, D.W., Reid, N. and Healy, G.N. (2014) 

'Reducing occupational sedentary time: A systematic review and meta-analysis of evidence on activity-

permissive workstations', Obesity Reviews, 15(10), pp. 822-838. doi: 10.1111/obr.12201. 

Ojo, S.O., Bailey, D.P., Chater, A.M. and Hewson, D.J. (2018) 'The impact of active workstations on 

workplace productivity and performance: A systematic review', International Journal of Environmental 

Research and Public Health, 15(3), 417. doi: 10.3390/ijerph15030417. 

Oye-Somefun, A., Azizi, Z., Ardern, C.I. and Rotondi, M.A. (2021) 'A systematic review and meta-

analysis of the effect of treadmill desks on energy expenditure, sitting time and cardiometabolic health 

in adults', BMC Public Health, 21, 2082. doi: 10.1186/s12889-021-12094-9. 

Parchment, A., Johnson, S., MacKenzie, A., Money, A., Mott, L. and Todd, C. (2025) 'Interventions for 

promoting physical activity and/or reducing sedentary behaviour in older workers: A scoping review', 

Occupational Medicine, 75(8), pp. 480-489. doi: 10.1093/occmed/kqaf036. 

Parés-Salomón, I., Señé-Mir, A.M., Martín-Bozas, F., Loef, B., Coffey, A., Dowd, K.P., Jabardo-

Camprubí, G., Proper, K.I., Puig-Ribera, A. and Bort-Roig, J. (2024) 'Effectiveness of workplace 

interventions with digital elements to reduce sedentary behaviours in office employees: A systematic 

review and meta-analysis', International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 21, 41. 

doi: 10.1186/s12966-024-01595-6. 

Pearse, S., Léger, M., Albert, W.J. and Cardoso, M. (2024) 'Active workstations: A literature review on 

workplace sitting', Journal of Bodywork and Movement Therapies, 38, pp. 406-416. doi: 

10.1016/j.jbmt.2024.01.001. 

Rouyard, T., Yoda, E., Akksilp, K., Dieterich, A.V., Kc, S., Dabak, S.V. and Müller, A.M. (2025) 'Effects of 

workplace interventions on sedentary behaviour and physical activity: An umbrella review with meta-

analyses and narrative synthesis', The Lancet Public Health, 10(4), pp. e295-e308. doi: 10.1016/S2468-

2667(25)00038-6. 



 
 
 

66 

 

Shrestha, N., Kukkonen-Harjula, K.T., Verbeek, J.H., Ijaz, S., Hermans, V. and Pedisic, Z. (2018) 

'Workplace interventions for reducing sitting at work', Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, 

2018(12), CD010912. doi: 10.1002/14651858.CD010912.pub5. 

Torbeyns, T., Bailey, S., Bos, I. and Meeusen, R. (2014) 'Active workstations to fight sedentary 

behaviour', Sports Medicine, 44, pp. 1261-1273. doi: 10.1007/s40279-014-0202-x. 

Tremblay, M. S., Aubert, S., Barnes, J. D., Saunders, T. J., Carson, V., Latimer-Cheung, A. E., Chastin, S. 

F. M., & others. (2017). Sedentary Behaviour Research Network (SBRN) – Terminology Consensus 

Project process and outcome. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 14, 

p. 75. 

Wang, C., Lu, E.Y., Sun, W., Chang, J.R. and Tsang, H.W.H. (2024) 'Effectiveness of interventions on 

sedentary behaviors in office workers: A systematic review and meta-analysis', Public Health, 230, pp. 

45-51. doi: 10.1016/j.puhe.2024.02.013. 

Wang, Y., Wu, L., Lange, J.-P., Fadhil, A. and Reiterer, H. (2018) 'Persuasive technology in reducing 

prolonged sedentary behavior at work: A systematic review', Smart Health, 7-8, pp. 19-30. doi: 

10.1016/j.smhl.2018.05.002. 

Zhou, L., Deng, X., Xu, M., Wu, Y., Shang, X., E, F., Wang, Y., Liang, S., Yang, K. and Li, X. (2023) 'The 

effects of active workstations on reducing work-specific sedentary time in office workers: A network 

meta-analysis of 23 randomized controlled trials', International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and 

Physical Activity, 20, 92. doi: 10.1186/s12966-023-01467-5. 

 



 
 
 

67 

 

5. General Conclusions 

The transition from adolescence to young adulthood is consistently characterized by a marked decline 

in physical activity levels, accompanied by an increase in sedentary behavior. This phenomenon is 

particularly pronounced among university students, who face competing demands such as academic 

pressures, social adjustments, and the autonomy associated with this life stage. Male students, while 

generally more active than females, also exhibit significant engagement in sedentary activities, such 

as television viewing and computer use. Conversely, female students are disproportionately affected 

by sedentary behavior, particularly mentally passive activities, which are strongly associated with 

negative mental health outcomes, including anxiety and depression. The reviewed literature highlights 

the role of broader societal and environmental factors in shaping these patterns. The increasing 

prevalence of screen-based technologies has facilitated a rise in sedentary leisure activities, displacing 

opportunities for physical activity and sleep, and exacerbating the negative impacts on cognitive and 

mental health outcomes. Structured physical activity domains, such as sports clubs and active 

commuting, emerge as critical for sustaining physical activity levels; however, participation in these 

activities often declines during adolescence and young adulthood. 

Moreover, significant gender disparities in physical activity and sedentary behavior are consistently 

identified across the reviewed studies. Men generally exhibit higher levels of physical activity, 

including participation in structured and recreational activities, but experience sharp declines during 

adolescence and young adulthood. Women, on the other hand, are more likely to engage in sedentary 

behaviors, particularly mentally passive activities such as television viewing, which disproportionately 

affect their health and well-being. These disparities are shaped by societal and cultural norms that 

prioritize caregiving and academic responsibilities for women, limiting their opportunities for physical 

activity and exacerbating the negative mental health outcomes associated with sedentary lifestyles. 

Moreover, prolonged sedentary behavior, particularly in leisure contexts, is associated with a range 

of adverse outcomes, including poorer mental health, heightened risks of anxiety and depression, and 

diminished cognitive performance. Indeed, university students are disproportionately affected by 

these patterns, with evidence suggesting a self-reinforcing cycle of inactivity and psychological 

distress. Mentally passive sedentary activities, such as television viewing, are more strongly linked to 

negative outcomes than mentally active behaviors, such as studying or reading.  

Subsequently, the transition from full-time education to employment constitutes a pivotal life course 

event, marked by profound shifts in temporal, social, and structural dynamics. This period is 

characterized by the reorganization of daily routines, the renegotiation of priorities, and the 

reconstitution of individual identities, all of which collectively shape patterns of physical activity 

participation. The structural and temporal demands of professional life—encompassing long working 

hours, commuting, and the rigidity of workplace schedules—create significant barriers to physical 

activity, particularly for individuals who lack pre-existing exercise habits. Evidence emphasizes the 

protective role of pre-existing exercise habits and early socialization into physical activity, which foster 

intrinsic motivation and self-regulatory behaviors that serve as protective factors during life 
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transitions. However, significant disparities in the ability to sustain physical activity are noted across 

different demographic groups, with individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and women 

with caregiving responsibilities facing unique barriers. 

Finally, the reviewed literature highlights the urgent need for targeted interventions to reduce 

sedentary behavior and promote physical activity during critical life transitions. Evidence-based 

strategies should address the unique challenges and opportunities within these demographic groups, 

including gender-sensitive approaches and interventions that promote mentally active behaviors 

alongside physical activity. Structured activities, such as sports clubs or organized exercise programs, 

are identified as particularly effective in promoting sustained engagement in physical activity, while 

unstructured activities, such as walking or recreational play, offer accessible and flexible. 

 
Recommendations for Future Work in the REACT Project 

1. Expand Research on Gender-Sensitive Interventions: Future work should prioritize the 

development and evaluation of interventions that address the unique barriers faced by 

women, including societal expectations, caregiving responsibilities, and limited access to safe 

and inclusive exercise facilities. These interventions should aim to reduce engagement in 

mentally passive sedentary behaviors and promote opportunities for structured physical 

activity. 

2. Seek to recognize (and address) Structural and Cultural Barriers: The REACT project should 

explore strategies to mitigate the structural and cultural barriers that perpetuate the de-

prioritization of physical activity during life transitions. This includes advocating for workplace 

policies that support active lifestyles, such as flexible scheduling, on-site fitness facilities, and 

active commuting initiatives. 

3. Integrate Cross-Disciplinary Approaches: Given the multifaceted nature of physical activity 

and sedentary behavior, future work should adopt cross-disciplinary approaches that address 

individual behaviors as well as the broader structural and cultural factors that underpin these 

patterns. Collaboration across public health, sociology, psychology, and education is essential 

for developing comprehensive and effective interventions. 

4. Enhance Methodological Rigour: To address the limitations of self-reported measures and 

cross-sectional designs, future research should prioritize the use of objective measures and 

longitudinal studies to better understand the mechanisms underlying physical activity and 

sedentary behavior during life transitions. 

5. Tailor Interventions to specific Subgroups: Recognizing the heterogeneity of physical activity 

and sedentary behavior patterns among distinct subgroups, the REACT project should develop 

tailored strategies that address the unique needs of "inactivity maintainers" and "decreasers 

from high activity." For example, interventions targeting inactivity maintainers could focus on 
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introducing low-barrier activities, while strategies for decreasers might prioritize maintaining 

engagement in structured physical activities. 


